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Cosplay, the practice of dressing up and role-playing as a character from 
Japanese cartoons, comics, and games, is an increasingly popular fan activity 
among youths in Singapore. In spite of its commercial basis, youths utilize 
cosplay as a platform to form rewarding and deeply affective friendships. 
These friendships are a source of emotional and material support for my 
respondents. Notably, my respondents describe themselves as a group of 43 
friends by the name of Cosplay Fraternity House (CFH). The friendships are 
perceived to be long lasting and supportive to the extent that my respondents 
describe this group as being “like a family”. Be it cosplay-related activities or 
social gatherings, the rhetoric of family is interpreted as the practice of doing 
things together. This allows friends in CFH to be imagined and perceived as 
kin. Beyond being a fan activity where participants imagine themselves as a 
fictional character, cosplay provides a space for my respondents to imagine 
alternative ways of relating to each other beyond the confines of school, work, 
and blood. Drawing on their experiences, this thesis examines the porous, 
stretchable and expandable boundaries between commercial and non-






It is mid-afternoon of 6 December 2014 at Suntec Singapore Convention and 
Exhibition Centre, an exhibition hall located in the central business district of 
Singapore. Anime Festival Asia (AFA), the largest anime convention in the region of 
Southeast Asia (SOZO Pte Ltd 2014), is underway. The event attendees spill over 
from the main ticketed area on level four onto the carpeted hallways of level three. 
There is a bottleneck in the middle of the carpeted walkway on level three. Flashes 
from camera and smart phones go off every so often due to the dim yellow indoor 
lighting. A group of 28 individuals dressed in highly elaborate period costumes 
holding prop replicas from the popular Japanese video game, Dynasty Warriors 71, 
are posing for photos. Standing in an inconspicuous corner are a few individuals 
dressed in the comfortable attire of t-shirt and shorts holding onto water and valuables 
for the team. The leader of the group, Dart, shouts a command in Chinese. The group 
relaxes and breaks their formation. From the discrete corner, the few individuals walk 
forward to offer water to various members of the team. 
 
A few days earlier, several individuals are gathered to make props at Shana’s 
house, a spacious three-room Housing Development Board (HDB) flat located in the 
eastern part of Singapore. Dart, an administrative assistant at a logistics company in 
his late twenties, shapes jumping clay into the likeness of a dragon, “die already. We 
can’t finish this. If we want to get this done, no one needs to sleep”. On a nearby 
couch, Jeffrey, a trainee for Singapore Police Force (SPF) in his mid twenties, lies 																																																								
1	Dynasty Warriors 7 is the seventh official installment of the Dynasty Warriors video 
game series by Koei.	
2 Fictional sources for cosplay could be derived from Western popular culture. This 
thesis mainly focuses on cosplay derived from Japanese popular culture, as this is the 
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comatose, taking a supposedly ten minute nap that is turning into a long nap of 
several hours. On the floor, an assortment of scissors, paint, paintbrushes, penknives, 
super glue, and craft foam cover every inch of walking space of the living room. A 
mobile phone plays pop music to keep the mood up. Shana’s mother returns from 
work. She takes great care to avoid stepping on anything in the living room as she 
made her way across it. As Shana is working the afternoon shift at a nearby tuition 
center, she is unable to help with the crafting of props needed for the upcoming event. 
Charles, a foul-mouthed 18-year old second year polytechnic student studying sports 
and leisure management, is nowhere in sight despite having given his word that he 
would be coming over in the morning. Staring into the sunset, Ian, a full time 
technician in his mid twenties, takes a smoke break in the corridor, dropping ash over 
the freshly painted props drying in the corridor.  
 
The two scenes above provide a glimpse of what is involved in the practice of 
cosplay. Cosplay, the practice of dressing up as characters from Japanese2 comic 
books, cartoons, and games, is an increasingly popular hobby among youths in 
Singapore (Yeh 2015; Yeo 2016). The cosplay scene in Singapore is often described 
as a vibrant fan community with an estimate of 3,000 participants (Yeh 2015) and 
multiple events lined up in a year. The demographic comprises mostly of youths3, 
with a few outliers such as 68-year-old Auntie Shirley, four-year-old Chanel, and 
seven-year-old Xue Ling (Delfina 2015; Yeh 2015; Ang 2016). From the excerpts, 
one gets a vague sense of what is involved in the practice of cosplay. More than just a 																																																								
2 Fictional sources for cosplay could be derived from Western popular culture. This 
thesis mainly focuses on cosplay derived from Japanese popular culture, as this is the 
most popular among participants observed at public conventions during fieldwork.  
3 I use the definition of “youth as aged between 15 and 35” (MCCY 2014) for 
expedience. In my participation observation sessions at cosplay events, majority of 
the attendees fell into this category except for the few outliers mentioned above. 
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mere liking of Japanese popular culture content, cosplay requires its participants to 
present themselves as the embodiment of their chosen fictional character in three-
dimensional reality. As cosplayers blur the boundaries between reality and fantasy in 
their portrayal of fictional characters in real life, they stretch and expand the 
boundaries between commercial and non-commercial, emotional and material, kin 
and non-kin, and the public and private spheres. The preparation of cosplay is mainly 
done in the privacy of one’s home, while its presentation is in public. In both 
excerpts, friends are essential, from ensuring one is not dehydrated at the event to 
making props to ensure that the team is able to cosplay together at an event. Though 
AFA is a commercial event, the group’s act of hanging outside of the ticketed event 
area utilizes a commercial space for the non-commercial purpose of spending time 
with friends. These two excerpts, therefore, illustrates youths’ utilization of cosplay as 
a platform to connect with others in meaningful ways that go beyond the confines of 
school, work and blood..  
 
Adopting Max Weber’s verstehen approach (1949), this thesis seeks to 
understand the activity of cosplay from my respondents’ point of view. Contrary to 
the general public’s perception that cosplay is “redundant” (Yeh 2015), an adoption of 
the interpretive approach acknowledges cosplay as meaningful for those involved and 
that cosplayers are creative, purposeful and rational individuals who are “suspended 
in webs of significance” that they have spun (Geertz 1973:5). This thesis takes the 
meanings and interpretations of cosplay given by its participants to be “those webs, 
and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental science in search of law but 
an interpretive one in search of meaning” (ibid.). In the narratives of my respondents 
and numerous others whom I have spoken to in the field, they have always insisted on 
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the importance of the social aspect of cosplay for them. The use of cosplay as a family 
bonding activity (Ang 2016; Delfina 2015), the meeting of one’s marriage partner 
through cosplay (The Straits Times 2012b), and the formation of strong emotional 
bonds in my respondents’ experiences are some of the tangible examples that 
illustrate the importance of affection and social relations for one’s experience in 
cosplay.  
 
However, existing studies on social relations in fan communities fail to 
capture the importance of affection and social relations from an emic perspective. 
These studies often construct a functional explanation for fan activity that underplays 
the importance of affection and social relations in the fan’s experience. Moreover, it 
has been argued in fan studies that “the way fandom has been academically discussed 
has sometimes had less to do with analytical explanation and more with policing 
stereotypes” (Duffett 2013:285). Working within the tradition of fan studies to 
challenge critics that imply “fans’ lives were characterized by daydreams, delusions 
and fantasies” and the use of fandom as a way to “compensate for social inadequacy 
or personal loss” (Duffett 2013:287), while seeking a non-functional explanation that 
emphasizes the importance of affection and social connections for my respondents; I, 
therefore, ask the question, how does cosplay facilitate the formation of meaningful 
and rewarding social relations for youths in Singapore. Drawing on existing literature 
on friendship and kinship to interpret the experiences and narratives of a group of 43 
friends, known as Cosplay Fraternity House (CFH) 4, this thesis seeks to understand to 
understand (1) how cosplay facilitates the formation of friendships among youths, (2) 
the material and emotional support of friendships made through the activity of 
																																																								
4 A pseudonym is used to preserve anonymity and confidentiality.  
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cosplay, and (3) the expression and articulation of these friendships with the ideals of 
kinship. I, therefore, argue that in my respondents’ utilization of cosplay as a platform 
to form meaningful and rewarding friendships, they expand and stretch the boundaries 
between commercial and non-commercial, private and public, emotional and material, 
and kin and non-kin. Cosplay is, therefore, a space for youths to imagine an 
alternative way of relating to others beyond the confines of work, school and blood. 
 
This chapter, first, provides a brief description of the practice of cosplay in 
Singapore. This would be followed by the structural motivations that facilitate the 
popular adoption of cosplay by youths. Guided by my respondents’ insistence that 
cosplay is a hobby that helps them to alleviate the stresses of life in Singapore, I 
establish the context of this study by examining the institutions of the state, family, 
education, and popular culture in Singapore. Despite my respondents’ insistence on 
cosplay as an activity to relieve stress, cosplay does paradoxically cause them much 
stress when they are forced to finish costumes within tight deadlines or work together 
for a common goal with someone that they have personality conflicts with. While I 
agree with my respondents on the use of cosplay to relieve stress, a plethora of other 
stress-relieving activities exist. A functional explanation of cosplay as stress relief, 
therefore, cannot explain its appeal and importance to my respondents adequately. To 
understand the importance of cosplay from my respondents’ point of view, a literature 
review of fan studies, friendship and kinship will be undertaken. 
 
The practice of cosplay 
Cosplay is the practice of dressing up and role-playing as a character from 
cartoons, comics and games. The essence of the activity is captured in two words, 
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costume and role-play, that make up the portmanteau, cosplay. Participants of cosplay 
are called cosplayers. These cartoons, comics and games are derived from both 
Western and Japanese pop culture. Based on observations in the field, cosplay based 
on Japanese cartoons, comics and games are more popular in Singapore. This thesis, 
therefore, focuses specifically on cosplay based on characters from Japanese cartoons, 
comics, and games. However, this does not make any claims that characters from 
Western cartoons, comics and games are not cosplayed in Singapore; but rather 
cosplaying Western fictional characters is the less popular choice at local 
conventions. This preference for characters derived from Japanese cartoons, comics 
and games is observed at all conventions held in Singapore, with the exception of 
Singapore Toys Games Comic Convention (STGCC), an event with an explicit focus 
on Western pop culture.  
 
Cosplay costumes vary in terms of complexity, from simple everyday street 
wear to extremely detailed and elaborated period clothing. In addition to costumes, 
cosplay requires additional accessories, such as contact lens and wigs, to achieve the 
likeness of a comic, cartoon, and game character. Moreover, some characters have 
props in the original source material. These weapons vary in terms of size and detail; 
they range from a simple black notebook with blank pages from the popular comic, 
Death Note, to an extremely elaborate sword in the shape of a key from the popular 
game, Kingdom of Hearts. The costume items necessary for cosplay are procured via 
a variety of means, Do-It-Yourself (DIY), purchasing a ready-made costume, and/or 
commissioning someone to make it. My respondents use a mix of the three methods 
to assemble their costumes. Some generic items, such as necklaces, beads and bells, 
are easily bought from a local costume jewelry store. Some items specific for the 
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character, such as the costume or a sword, could be bought from cosplay specialty 
stores, such as Otaku House and Pan-In-The-Box located in Central Singapore, or 
from an online cosplay retailer on Taobao, an e-commerce platform based in China. 
Some of my respondents purchase raw materials, such as cloth from stores located in 
Chinatown and Arab Street, and make the costume from scratch. As it is relatively 
expensive to commission someone to make a weapon replica, most of my respondents 
make their own props. They would do research online, where a wide variety of 
tutorials exist, or ask for advice from friends. The preferred material among my 
respondents is ethylene-vinyl acetate (EVA) foam, an easily accessible and forgiving 
material. It is purchased at SGD5-6 per roll from Army Market in Central Singapore, 
and via pre-order from a contact in Johor Bahru at SGD16-20, depending on the size 
and thickness of the foam. Though my respondents prefer working with foam, I have 
seen them work with other materials such as wood, newspaper and cardboard. Wood, 
newspaper and cardboard are procured for free by searching void decks and 
dumpsters. Other necessary materials, such as acrylic paint and paintbrushes, are 
bought from a local art and craft chain, Art Friend, with stores located in Central and 
West Singapore. The amount of time required to assemble a costume for a character 
varies according to its complexity and whether the costume is bought, made entirely 
from scratch, or a mixture of both. It varies widely from 2 weeks to 6 months among 
my respondents. 
 
After spending much time, effort, and money on making the costume, 
participants often present the results of their hard work at conventions, through 
photography, and recently cosplay competitions. Participants do more than just make 
and wear the costumes of a fictional character. They also role-play these characters in 
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real life. Cosplayers often spend a significant amount of time studying and practicing 
the character’s expression and gestures in order to portray the character as accurately 
as possible.  
 
Conventions are a staple in Singapore’s calendar, with 6-8 major events and 
several smaller events in a year. These conventions focus on western popular culture, 
such as STGCC in September, Japanese popular culture, such as AFA in November 
and Chara Expo in late June/early July, and/or cosplay, such as Cosfest in July and 
End of Year (EOY) Cosplay Festival in December. Conventions occur in public 
settings, such as AFA at Suntec Singapore Convention and Exhibition Centre, Chara 
Expo at Singapore Expo and Convention Centre, STGCC at Marina Bay Sands-Sands 
Expo and Convention Centre, and EOY Cosplay Festival at Marina Barrage. 
Conventions provide multiple opportunities for cosplayers to socialize with other 
cosplayers and fellow pop culture enthusiasts, such as photographers.  
 
Photo shoots are planned by the individual cosplayer and/or photographer. 
Most of these shoots take place in public parks, beaches and places, such as Fort 
Canning Park, Botanic Gardens, Sentosa, Gardens by the Bay, and the Helix Bridge. 
Some photo shoots occur in photo studios, such as Lunarworks and Luminos, two 
newly opened local photo studios catering specifically to cosplay (Ng 2016b), and 
themed hotel rooms. Much effort is put into planning and executing a shoot in order 
to recreate the character and its accompanying fictional world in photography. Some 
spend hours recceing several locations before deciding on the final location, while 
others spend hours digitally editing photographs to recreate the fictional background 
of the character. The end product is shared among the local and international cosplay 
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community on Web 2.0 platforms such as Facebook, DeviantArt and 
Worldcosplay.net.  
 
 Due to the popularity of cosplay, several local conventions have taken to 
incorporating a cosplay competition in the event program. These competitions are 
either group or solo entry. They involve a short skit lasting 2-3 minutes or a simple 
stage walk. These competitions could be local (e.g. GameStart Asia cosplay 
competition), or regional (e.g. AFA Regional Cosplay Competition). In addition, 
selection for representatives at international cosplay competitions occurs at local 
conventions—for example, the team to represent Singapore at World Cosplay Summit 
in Nagoya, Japan, is selected via a competition held at Cosfest in July, and the team to 
represent Singapore at Global Championships of Cosplay at Chicago Comic and 
Entertainment Expo is selected via a competition held at STGCC in September.  The 
judging categories usually involve separate categories that evaluate both the costume 
itself and the presentation component on stage. The awards vary from cash to product 
sponsorship. In general, there is a winner and a runner-up. Some competitions may 
have other awards, such as best newcomer in GameStart Asia Cosplay Competition.  
 
 Conventions, photo shoots, and cosplay competition illustrate that cosplayers 
do more than simply walking around in a costume. These spaces provide cosplayers 
with opportunities to interact and socialize with like-minded individuals. More than 
just making their own costumes and props, cosplayers also make their own fan 
community with its own rules and norms (Okabe 2012:235). Cosplay is, therefore, a 
social activity (Winge 2006). In my four and a half years of participation in the local 
community, I have observed that cosplay facilitates the development and maintenance 
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of strong emotional bonds between individuals. Clive and his wife is one prominent 
example of a married couple who have known each other through cosplay (The Straits 
Times 2012). For others, such as the Yuen family and Auntie Shirley and her son, 
cosplay is used as a form of family bonding activity (Delfina 2015; Ang 2016). More 
than just an activity that provides socializing opportunities to various individuals, the 
practice of cosplay emerged in a specific set of circumstances. The following section 
elaborates on the context to account for the emergence and popularity of cosplay 
among youths in Singapore.  
 
The Singapore context 
Today, Singapore is described as an affluent city-state with a population of 
5.674 million and a GDP per capita of US$81,100 (CIA 2015). Much of its success 
has been credited to the PAP government, who has been the ruling party since 
Singapore’s independence. To ensure continued economic success, the state is 
actively involved in every aspect of social life, from the family to education to 
culture. Tracing the impact of small family sizes, national examinations, technological 
advances, and culture policies on the lives of youths in Singapore born between 1980s 
to mid 1990s, I argue that cosplay has emerged as an apolitical space for youths to 
express themselves and cope with the tensions and pressures of the family and the 
education system.  
 
 The family is viewed by the state as the most important social unit in society 
(MSF 2014). Given Singapore’s lack of natural resources and dependence on human 
resources, one core concern of the state is population growth (Lian and Tong 
2008:14) because the family reproduces citizens necessary for continued economic 
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growth (Murdock 1949, as cited in Brym & Lie 2007:438-439). Paulin Straughan 
(2008) argues that population policies change in response to the economic and social 
conditions of Singapore, from anti-natalist policies in the 1960s and 1970s to the pro-
natalist policies from 1980s. Despite new incentives, such as the baby bonus schemes 
and tax breaks for those with third or fourth children, the total fertility rate remains 
low (Straughan 2008). Singapore’s low fertility rate is reflected in my respondents’ 
families, where the majority of them are single child or had one sibling. Investing a 
significant amount of time and resources into raising one child or two children, 
parents place immense pressure on their children to succeed in the national education 
system. Success is narrowly defined as doing well on the national examinations, 
Primary School Leaving Examinations (PSLE) at 12, Singapore-Cambridge General 
Certificate of Education (Ordinary Level) Examination at 16 and Singapore-
Cambridge General Certificate of Education (Advanced Level) Examination at 18, 
and therefore going to a good school of one’s choice. Educational success is viewed 
as being intrinsically tied up with future work place success (Tan 2007b:21). As such, 
parents would spend a significant amount of time and resources in pushing their 
children to succeed academically, and consequently would feel disappointed if their 
children do not perform as they had hoped that they would.  
 
 Other than the institution of the family, the state views education as 
“important for training young Singaporeans to join the workforce” (Tan 2007:22). 
This is captured in the Ministry of Education’s mission statement (2016), “to mould 
the future of the nation by moulding the people who will determine the future of the 
nation”, where people are acknowledged as “national resources” to be cultivated and 
groomed to ensure Singapore’s continued economic success. Students are judged 
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based on their performance in national examinations, and sorted into different tracks 
within the education system. Take for example, after Singapore-Cambridge General 
Certificate of Education (Ordinary Level) Examination, students are given (or 
restricted) to the choice of pursuing a pre-university education at a Junior College, a 
diploma at a polytechnic, or a vocational certificate at Institute of Technical 
Education (ITE) based on their results.  These choices are differently valued, with ITE 
being interpreted as “it’s the end” in local everyday talk and A ‘Levels as the most 
direct route to university, where university is equated with securing a well paying job 
in future.  Students, therefore, face immense pressure in the education system to 
succeed, as educational success is viewed as being tied to being able “to secure well-
paying jobs” (Tan 2007b:22).  
 
 Other than such overt interventions in the institution of the family and 
education, the state also regulates culture. A relaxation of controls over media imports 
coupled with radical changes in telecommunication technologies facilitated the import 
of East Asian popular culture content from Hong Kong, Japan, Korea and Taiwan 
(Chua 2012:2). Moreover, a limited domestic production industry meant that 
Singapore is “quintessentially an import and consumption location” of East Asian 
popular culture (Chua 2012:26; Williams and Ho 2016:82). The popularity of 
Japanese popular culture in the 1990s and early 2000s meant that Singaporeans 
regularly consume Japanese cartoons, games, dramas, and music. This is reflected in 
my respondents’ recollection of their childhood in the 1990s where they spent time 
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watching the then popular cartoons, Cardcaptor Sakura5 and Pokémon6, on local 
television channels.  
 
Accompanying the popularity of Japanese popular culture is a spread of 
cosplay, a specific Japanese popular culture practice. Cosplay as an activity has been 
growing in popularity in Japan and is increasingly adopted by fans of Japanese 
popular culture in other countries. It is also in the early 2000s that the development of 
Web 2.0 took off. Blogging platforms, such as BlogSpot and MySpace, are popular. 
These regularly maintained websites by cosplayers helped share information on the 
hobby of cosplay on Web 2.0. It is also during this era that a community of cosplayers 
formed and congregated on online forums. One such example would be SGCafe 
established in 2004 that allowed cosplayers to discuss their experiences, gather 
information about upcoming events, and network with each other. The use of Web 2.0 
by cosplayers in Singapore is similar to that which Melissa de Zwart (2013) observes 
in Australia’s cosplay scene, “the ability to share, discuss, and network using Web 2.0 
platforms has been essential to the flourishing of cosplay” (p. 170-171). 
 
The affluence of Singapore contributes to the viability of cosplay as a form of 
youth consumption of popular culture. The affluence of Singapore means that across 
the board majority of Singaporeans has disposable income to spend on entertainment 
and leisure. Young adults in Singapore have disposable income to spend on 
consumption, as they are not encumbered with the concerns of “big” items such as 
																																																								
5 Cardcaptor Sakura is a Japanese comic series written and illustrated by Clamp. It 
was adapted into a 70-episode cartoon TV-series in the late 1990s. 
6  Pokémon is a multi-media franchise managed by The Pokémon Company, a 
Japanese consortium between Nintendo, Game Freak and Creatures. It has an 
animated television show that has been running since 1997.		
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financing the mortgage of a house or the financial burdens of familial concerns (Chua 
2003:25). In other words, they are able to afford a hobby.  
 
Being able to afford a hobby, growing up in a media landscape saturated with 
Japanese popular culture, the development of Web 2.0 platforms, and the pressure 
from family and school form the backdrop of my respondents’ adoption of cosplay as 
a hobby. My respondents, aged between 19 to 30 (as of January 2016), grew up in a 
family and school environment that places immense stress upon them to achieve 
academic success, and a media landscape saturated with Japanese popular culture. As 
one respondent puts it, “I cosplay my favourite characters from my childhood. It’s my 
childhood”. The emphasis on “childhood” suggests an escape from the pressures of 
family and school to the freedom of childhood where they watched Japanese cartoons. 
Cosplay, therefore, allows youths to relieve stress by reliving the idyllic days of 
childhood.   
 
But, the rising popularity of it has seen efforts from the state to co-opt it as an 
effort to connect with youth. Cosplayers with their brightly colored wigs and larger 
than life costumes have caught the attention of the state. This recent attention given to 
cosplay is similar to the situation in South Korea. The state brands popular culture as 
a nationalist project and is uneasy with Korean youths’ fascination and practice of 
cosplay due to “territorial disputes” and “diplomatic skirmishes over colonial and war 
memory” with Japan (Otmazgin and Ben-Ari 2012:21). In contrast to South Korea’s 
unease with cosplay, cosplay in Singapore is tolerated as a form deviance that 
flaunted the creativity of youths. Deviance in Singapore is tolerated as “an acceptable 
component of creativity only if workers choose either to support the PAP government 
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openly or stay apolitical, and if they are able to industrialize their creative skills to 
boost the economic bottom line” (Lee 2007:60). Posing no direct threat to the 
established order, cosplay in Singapore is dismissed and branded as a bizarre hobby 
that youths do in their spare time.   
 
As cosplay became increasingly popular throughout the 2000s, the state saw 
cosplay as an opportunity to connect with youths and therefore maintain political 
legitimacy (Tan 2007c:228). In narratives on youth in Singapore, a dominant narrative 
of youths being a threat to the continued economic success of Singapore prevails 
(ibid.).  The threat of youths is prevented if “they can be re-programmed or re-
activated as a force for good. But this must correspond with the terms set out by the 
adult world, properly defined by political interests” (ibid.). This re-programming of 
cosplay in Singapore as deviant to one that illustrates the vibrancy of youths in 
Singapore and is a wholesome family bonding activity is evident in state-funded 
cosplay events and coverage on cosplay in local media. One of the earlier attempts of 
the State to connect with youths and rebrand cosplay as a mark of youth vibrancy is in 
2007.  The Chingay parade, an annual street and float parade organized by People’s 
Association, sought to recruit 60 cosplayers for a section in the parade in that year.  
Subsequent attempts saw community centers organizing and hosting cosplay events. 
A recent example is COSARENA 2016 @ Tampines Youth Fest 2016 by Tampines 
Changkat Community Centre.  
 
Other than co-opting cosplay as a mark of the vibrancy of youth under 
Singapore’s push to become a creative culture hub, the image of cosplay has been 
rebranded from deviant to that of a wholesome family bonding activity. This is 
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evident from 2011 Silver cosplay competition organized by Ministry of Community 
Development, Youth and Sports, Council for Third Age and Tote Board. The 
competition demonstrated a way for youths to connect with their grandparents and 
engage with an activity that could be potentially rewarding and meaningful for 
parties. The potential of cosplay as a family bonding activity has also been picked up 
in local media, where newspapers cover families who cosplay together (See Ang 
2016; Delfina 2015) and  The 5 Show features an interview with Aunty Shirley and 
her family on Channel 5, the national free to air English television channel. By 
rebranding cosplay from a deviant youth activity to a wholesome family bonding 
activity, the state positions cosplay as a means to uphold the importance of the 
institution of the family—the lone rebellious youth cosplayer outside of school and 
family becomes the youth who cosplays with his/her family and cosplay becomes one 
of the many activities that families do together.  From a deviant youth practice, 
cosplay becomes a “good” practice in the eyes of the state because the practice of 
cosplay is articulated within the confines of the national agenda of being a vibrant 
cultural hub and the importance of the institution of the family (Tan 2007c:229).  
 
Instead of dismissing cosplay as a “waste of time and money” (Delfina 2015), 
this section has established the emergence of cosplay due to a combination of 
structural strain, technological developments, and the affluence of Singapore. In its 
early days, cosplay is seen as a deviant youth practice that does not threaten the 
established order. However, the rising popularity of cosplay in 2000s has seen efforts 
from the state to co-opt it as an effort to connect with youth and to rebrand it as a 
family bonding activity. The portrayal of cosplay as a wholesome family bonding 
activity in local media provides a cue to the social aspect of the activity. There is 
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more than instrumental stress relief involved in cosplay. As the narratives of my 
respondents would show, cosplay could be paradoxically quite stressful, as one 
encounters difficulties with prop making and personality conflicts with friends and 
family. Despite the possible social reproach from parents, the amount of time, energy 
and resources needed to cosplay, and the stresses that cosplay brings, the continued 
and increasing popularity of it among youths suggests that there is more to cosplay 
than instrumental stress relief. Based on my observations of strong emotional bonds 
between individuals in Singapore’s cosplay community, this thesis studies how a 
group of youths, who call themselves CFH, practice cosplay as a platform to form 
meaningful connections and emotional bonds with like-minded individuals.  
 
CFH describes itself as a group of friends who met through cosplay in 2011. 
Similar to the experiences of cosplayers mentioned in mainstream media, CFH is, 
therefore, chosen to understand how cosplay facilitates the development and 
maintenance of strong emotional bonds. They are also chosen, because they are one of 
the most enduring large groups of cosplayers in Singapore’s community. Most large 
groups in Singapore tend to disperse after a cosplay plan is done. Contrary to that, 
CFH has continued to initiate new plans for cosplay after a plan is completed. Thus, 
CFH offers an empirically interesting example of cosplay and friendship. I 
acknowledge that the specifics of CFH’s experiences may not speak to all of the 
experiences of youths in Singapore. A detailed ethnographic study of their 
experiences is not designed to be generalizable to a large sample; but rather it is 
focused on elucidating the specific ways in which youths form emotional bonds with 
others through the common shared activity of cosplay.  
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To obtain a “thick description” (Geertz 1972), I have immersed myself in the 
group. This is according to how ethnography is conceptualized as “involv[ing] a long-
term period of social immersion in a particular setting, from which is generated the 
totalizing and holistic descriptive account” (Mitchell 2007:56). As expected of 
ethnographic fieldwork, I had to work to gain access to the field and build rapport 
with various participants in the field. With the goal of immersing myself in the group, 
I would actively create and grab opportunities to spend time with the group. 
Capitalising on their need for help at various photo shoots in October and November 
2013, I would volunteer my help. Like Clifford Geertz (1972) who gained entry into 
the field by being involved in a raid in Bali, I acknowledge the element of chance that 
I possessed a specific set of physical competency (makeup skills) that is deemed 
valuable in the eyes of my informants.  
 
My experience is similar to how Gillian Evans suddenly became a person of 
significance to the boys at Tenter Ground Primary school by being able to produce 
something that matters to the boys (i.e. a drawing of a popular cartoon character 
named Pikachu) (2010:184-187). During our second meeting, Dart, the leader of the 
group, discovered my makeup skills by chance. In a single definitive moment where 
he jokingly asked me for the price of my makeup skills, I went from a relative 
insignificant person as Katy’s friend who is doing a school project to someone of 
significance and value to them, because I possessed a specific form of physical 
competence, being good at makeup—a skill set that is scarce in this group of 
cosplayers and therefore of value. Makeup, thus, became a way for me to participate 
in a manner that is meaningful for my respondents, which made me a person of value 
and therefore worthy of incorporation into the group.  
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While I observe and take notes on them, they are just as active in observing 
and collecting information on me. After assessing my character and trustworthiness, 
various individual members would slowly begin to open up to me. Some, like Ian, 
trusted me readily, while others, like Shana, are more cautious and reserved in their 
interactions with me. Several individuals, such as Ian and Anthony, would fill me in 
on the jokes they shared with one another, so that I would be able to appreciate the 
inside jokes they have. By May 2014, I went from being a helpful face to a friend in 
the group. Since the initial contact in early October 2013, I have since then came to 
know more of the individual group members in greater intimacy, and the group 
dynamics in greater detail. Similar to Jenkins’s (1992) case where being a fan granted 
easier access, becoming a participant in the group facilitated ease of access, and the 
possibility of generating arguably richer data than any other positioning could 
(Jenkins 1992:6). Thus by taking “reflexivity as a beginning point” (DeWalt & 
DeWalt 2012:37), I allow the recognition that my personal inclinations should not 
cloud the processes of data generation and analysis. 
 
To cross check reliability and reduce bias, I employ triangulation during data 
generation (Sillitoe 2012:190). Following the ethnographic approach taken in fan 
studies, I utilise a variety of qualitative research methods, mainly (1) semi-structured 
in-depth interviews, (2) archival research, (3) participant observation, and (4) 
“conversation with a purpose” (Burgess 1984:102). Research is conducted from the 




During the period of social immersion from December 2014 to December 
2015, I engage in participation observation as “complete participation” (Spradley 
1980:58-62) where I become a member of the group. Throughout the year, I observed 
and participated in numerous activities with the group in public and private spaces. 
Some notable examples referred to in the subsequent chapters include a wake for a 
CFH member’s grandmother in late 2014, a cosplay photo shoot in February 2015, an 
annual group general meeting in July 2015, and a cosplay convention in September 
2015. These occasions facilitated numerous conversations that allowed me to “follow 
the lead of the informant, exerting minimal impact on the topic and flow of 
interaction” (DeWalt & DeWalt 2012:137). In addition, participation observation 
sessions are supplemented with in-depth semi-structured interviews with eight willing 
members of CFH. A nuanced map of the social dynamics of the group and a more in-
depth understanding of various individuals’ personal biographies is assembled by 
collaborating different bits of information collected over the year. 
 
Acknowledging the multiplicity of meanings that friendship can take, and the 
variety of forms they have (Firth 1999:xiv), a standardized questionnaire favored by 
quantitative Sociology may be unable to capture the multiplicity of meanings in its 
situated context. This study has, therefore, adopted a qualitative approach at every 
stage of research design and execution to understand the social significance of 
cosplay and friendship in my respondents’ lives.  
 
Literature review 
While cosplay is a form of instrumental stress relief from the pressure and 
stress of school, work and family, my respondents’ insistence on the importance of 
21		
friendship in cosplay indicate that there are greater stakes involved than mere stress 
relief. Far from being a redundant hobby for youths to express their love of popular 
culture, cosplay is a social activity that provides its participants with numerous 
opportunities for interaction (Okabe 2012; Winge 2006; Zwart 2013). Despite its’ 
high visibility, cosplay, as a specific fan activity, remains under-theorized in fan 
studies (Hale 2014; Scott 2015). The social aspect of cosplay has been theorized in 3 
dominant ways in fan studies, (1) by examining the relationship between cosplayers 
and media producers, (2) the relationship between the cosplay community and 
dominant culture, and (3) the hierarchy within the cosplay community itself. 
However, these studies construct a functional explanation that neglects the affective 
dimension and importance of social relations for cosplay. Guided by observations in 
the field and my respondents’ narratives, I draw on existing studies of friendship to 
account for the importance of the material practice of cosplay as a platform for youths 
to make meaningful and rewarding friendships. To understand how these friendships 
are rewarding and meaningful, I draw on existing literature on friendship and kinship 
to examine (1) the material and emotional support provided by the friendships that my 
respondents have made through the activity of cosplay, and (2) the expression and 
articulation of these friendships on the ideals of kinship.  
 
Compared to 30 years ago when Henry Jenkins first published his now 
canonical work on fans, Textual Poachers (1992), being a fan today is common 
(Gray, Sandvoss, and Harrington 2007:7; Jenkins 2007:362). In spite of fandom 
becoming an increasingly common and global mode of consumption (Gray et al. 
2007:9), there is still a tendency “to see fan studies as a somewhat specialized, 
narrowly defined body of research that operates on the fringes” of academia (Jenkins 
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2007:363), and for existing narratives in our culture to portray fandom as pathological 
obsessions (Hills 2013:xii). To counter these perceptions, fan studies seek to 
demonstrate that fan studies is not an esoteric area of research on the fringes of 
academia, and that fan activities are  “creative, thoughtful, and productive” (Gray et 
al. 2007:2–3). In doing so, such studies often construct a functional explanation of 
fandom that risks neglecting “fans’ core motivations” (Duffett 2013:286). I juxtapose 
the limited studies done on cosplay with three dominant ways of theorizing within fan 
studies to argue that fan studies is not an esoteric area of research on the fringes of 
academia, and that fan activities are  “creative, thoughtful, and productive” (Gray et 
al. 2007:2–3). 
 
In response to the criticism of fan studies as esoteric, fan studies examine the 
relationship between fandom and society. Two dominant ways of examining the 
relationship between fandom and society exists—(1) the relationship between fans 
and media producers and industries, and (2) the relationship between fan cultures and 
dominant culture.  
 
The first way to deal with the criticism of seeing fandom as a closed object is 
to examine the relationship between fans and media producers and industries (see 
Zwart 2013; Rauch & Bolton 2010). Melissa de Zwart’s study, Cosplay, Creativity, 
and Immaterial Labors of Love (2015), on the practice of cosplay in Australia 
reaffirm the existing consensus in fan studies that consumption is an active process 
(Jenkins 1992). Looking at game cosplay, Zwart (2015) examines the tensions present 
in the relationship between culture industries and fans. Likewise, in A Cosplay 
Photographer Sampler (2010), Eron Rauch and Christopher Bolton position and 
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argue for cosplay photography as a form of media production. In doing so, attention is 
drawn to the less visible half of the cosplay community, i.e. the photographers who 
are also fans of popular culture (Rauch & Bolton 2010:176). By focusing on the 
different processes and styles of cosplay photography, Rauch and Bolton (2010) 
“counter the sense of fandom as a closed object” by elucidating how cosplay 
photography “redraws the boundaries between producer and consumer, viewer and 
viewed” (p. 177). Both studies on cosplay begin with the assumption of the fan as 
consumer (Duffett 2014:20-23) and thereafter proceed to illustrate how fans are more 
than consumers. This is problematic because it constructs a binary between 
consumption and production, and ignores the fact that fans are more than consumers 
(Duffett 2014:21).  
 
The second is to study the relationship between fan cultures and dominant 
culture. This relationship between fandom and dominant culture is conceptualized in 
two ways: as antagonistic and as mutual re-enforcement. The main difference 
between both views is that the former perceives fan practices and activities as a form 
of resistance to dominant culture, while the latter examines the relationships between 
fans in the community to argue that fan communities replicate existing societal norms. 
These perspectives grapple with questions of power, inequality, and discrimination.  
 
The other way to deal with the criticism of fandom as a closed object is to 
look at the relationship between fandom and dominant culture. These studies, such as 
Jenkins’ Textual Poachers (1992), frame fan practices and activities as tool of 
empowerment for those disadvantaged in society (Gray et al. 2007:1–2). Fandom is 
represented as a “collective strategy, a communal effort to form interpretive 
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communities that in their subculture cohesion” evaded and resisted dominant 
ideologies (Gray et al. 2007:2). By framing fandom as a “purposeful political 
intervention”, these authors set to reframe fan activities, that are “ridicule in mass 
media and by non-fans”, as “creative, thoughtful, and productive” (Gray et al. 
2007:2–3).  
 
In sharp contrast to fandom as empowerment and resistance against dominant 
cultures, other scholars, such as Suzanne Scott’s study on material fan labor (2015), 
argue that fan communities replicate existing norms and structures in society (Gray et 
al. 2007:6). Scott (2015) studies material fan labor, an under-researched aspect of 
fandom, and how it is gendered on the SyFy channel’s reality show, Heroes of 
Cosplay (2013—). By analyzing the contents of the show, Scott (2015) argues that the 
show’s portrayal of “female fans’ desire to professionalize their material labor 
practices is simultaneously valorized and contained, presented as aspirational and yet 
impossible without some form of masculine intervention” (p. 153). Drawing attention 
to the intersection between power and gender, Scott (2015) elucidates the show’s 
subversive potential even as it confirms existing gender norms in society. 
 
Thus far, the studies examined have dealt mainly with the relationship 
between fan communities and society. These studies have assumed a cohesive fan 
community. However, this assumption has been questioned by scholars, such as John 
Fiske (1992) and Susan Thornton (1995) who applied Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of 
consumption in analyzing how fan communities reproduce hierarchy (Gray et al. 
2007:6). Similarly, Daisuke Okabe’s ethnography on cosplay in Japan (2012) 
questions the perception of a cohesive fan community. In Cosplay, Learning and 
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Cultural Practice (2012), Okabe studies the processes by which female cosplayers in 
Japan differentiate and distinguish themselves within the fan community. Using the 
practice of cosplay, Okabe (2012) reaffirms the existing consensus in fan studies that 
fans are active agents who create meaning through specific consumption practices 
(Jenkins 1992). Okabe (2012) identifies three cultural practices within the community 
of cosplay, DIY culture, peer review, and reciprocal learning, which serve as markers 
of differentiation and distinction. By focusing on how cosplayers employ specific 
strategies to distinguish themselves from others within the cosplay community, 
Daisuke constructs the cosplayer as a rational calculative individual who seeks to 
maximize the rewards of subcultural authenticity. This construction of the fan as “a 
type of calculating subject, intent on maximizing the return of their investment in 
forms of capital” is also found in seminal works on fandom (see Fiske 1992; Thornton 
1995) that utilizes Bourdieu’s formulations of capital (1979) to analyze relationships 
in fan communities (Hills 2002:55). While an adaption of Bourdieu’s framework is 
useful in explaining why people remain as fans, it fails to elucidate the processes by 
which people become fans (Hills 2002:56). Moreover, it fails to capture the affective 
dimension of fandom.  
 
Taken collectively, the studies discussed above make a case for not dismissing 
cosplay as trivial and redundant. Existing fan studies on cosplay has established that 
fandom can engage critically with questions of power, inequality and discrimination 
in the relationship between fans and media industries and producers, the relationship 
between fan communities and dominant culture, and the relationship between fans 
within the fan community. However, the various framings discussed earlier fail to 
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account for the affective experience of fandom, and do not answer the question of 
why and how individuals become fans.  
 
Seeking to understand my respondents’ emotional, material and imaginative 
experiences of fandom, I find these frameworks inadequate because they construct a 
functional explanation that does not correspond to my respondents’ lived experiences. 
Through my observations in the field and my respondents’ insistence that they 
cosplay for friendship, I concur with Theresa Winge (2006) that cosplay provides 
“significant social benefits for cosplayers” (p. 74). With the aim of understanding the 
subjective meanings that my respondents attach to their actions and interactions with 
each other, I draw on existing anthropological literature of friendship to discuss the 
value and meaning of friendships that my respondents have made through cosplay. By 
focusing on the importance of friendship for my respondents, I seek to develop an 
explanation of fandom that accounts for their affective experiences and social 
relations in the context of their lives. 
  
 Guided by my experiences in gaining entry into the field, I draw upon several 
ethnographies on friendship to elucidate the importance of specific objects and 
practices in mediating friendship (Rapport 1999; Evans 2010) to understand how 
various members of CFH become friends through cosplay. The importance of specific 
objects and practices in mediating friendship is touched upon in Nigel Rapport’s 
ethnography (1999) on friendship in the English village of Wanet. Rapport (1999) 
argues that playing dominoes provide a kind of base for sociality (p. 100). Playing 
dominoes facilitates talk among players. This talk helps players to make sense of 
current events happening around them. Beyond talk, playing dominoes also foster 
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friendships. Similarly, Gillian Evans (2010) argues for the importance of objects and 
practices in mediating peer group formation (p. 188). Drawing on fieldwork 
conducted in Bermondsey, Southeast London between 1999 and 2000, Evans (2010) 
argues friendship plays a part in the process of a boy becoming a “young man with a 
tough street reputation to maintain and a potential future in the economy of crime” (p. 
175). Notably, Nigel’s entry into the field by playing dominoes (1999) and Evan’s 
entry into the field by drawing a Pikachu7 (2010) illustrates the importance of specific 
objects and practices in mediating social relations.  
 
Similar to my respondents’ insistence that the friendships they made through 
cosplay are deeply affective, existing literature on friendship suggest that friendship 
and affect are intrinsically linked (Killick & Desai 2010:8). This is succinctly 
encapsulated in James G. Carrier’s (1999) definition of friendship as a relationship 
“based on spontaneous and unconstrained sentiment or affection” (p. 21). This 
association between affect and friendship has resulted in an unintended consequence 
of friendship being understudied despite its importance in people’s lives (Desai & 
Killick 2010:4). The importance of friendship in people’s lives can be elucidated from 
two ethnographies (Strickland 2010; Ho 2012) that study the utilization of friendship 
by individuals to cope with the stresses, challenges and insecurities of living in a city.   
 
Michael Strickland’s ethnography on the close friendships between young 
Chinese men in the city of Yantai in Shandong province and a rural township in 
Jining prefecture (2010) and Ho Swee Lin’s ethnography on friendship between 
women executives in Tokyo (2012) illustrate how friendship is simultaneously a 																																																								
7 Pikachu is a main character in the Pokémon cartoon series that resembles a yellow 
colored mouse with red cheeks. 
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response to existing economic conditions and shaped by those very same economic 
conditions. Strickland’s ethnography shows how exemplary close friendships, called 
xiongdi relations (loosely translated as fictive brotherhood), help young Chinese men 
cope with the transition from living in a rural township to a city and the stresses and 
demands of city life, while Ho’s ethnography illustrates how friendship networks 
between women initially developed as a response to the uncertainty of Japan’s 
economy.  
 
Though the friendships studied in these ethnographies are instrumental in 
ensuring the individual’s well-being, they also illustrate that the practice of friendship 
need not necessarily follow the dichotomy between affect and instrumentalism 
prevalent in western literature (Silver 1990). The intensive and repeated 
demonstration of material support studied in Strickland’s ethnography (2010) 
demonstrates how pure affect and instrumentalism co-exist and are rooted in each 
other in Chinese youths’ practice of close friendship. Acknowledging the affection 
present in the friendships between female executives, Ho’s ethnography (2012) argues 
that individuals use friendship strategically to negotiate “new notions of gender, self 
and identity” (p. 85). This is exemplified in Japanese female executives’ practice of 
using each other’s first names while socializing with each other. This is a way to 
democratize relationships by “equalizing the differentials in their job positions and 
marital statuses” in order to relate to each other as individuals (Ho 2012:90).  In 
subjecting the practice of friendship to scrutiny, both ethnographies illustrate that 
friendship is more than just affection and sentiment. Friendship is a pragmatic 
response to the uncertainties of the economy (Ho 2012) or to cope with the transition 
from living in a rural town to living in a city (Strickland 2010).  
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Crucially, the various ethnographies discussed above illustrate Carrier’s 
(1999) observation that “friendship is more than just thought and talk” (p. 22), and is 
embedded in the materiality of social life. Similarly, in Amit Desai’s ethnography 
(2010), he compares and contrast local understandings of ritual kinship with 
brotherhood in Markakasa, Central India. In contrast to the embeddedness of 
brotherhood in social life and its accompanying risk of dispute, ritual kinship is 
perceived as “abstracted from a social life grounded in materiality” due to its 
emphasis on affection (Desai 2010:115). Despite the perception of ritual kinship as 
founded purely on sentiment, ritual friendship is very much rooted in the materiality 
of social life as ritual friends “do help each other both financially and by providing 
their labor at life cycle events” (Desai 2010:122). Taking inspiration from the 
ethnographies discussed above, I, therefore, examine the various roles of friendship in 
the lives of several respondents as an explanation of the affective experience of 
fandom and as a way to go beyond fandom as a closed object of study.  
 
It has been acknowledged in contemporary anthropological literature that 
friendship is usually discussed in relation to kinship (Bell and Coleman 1999:6; 
Killick and Desai 2010:4). Since David Schneider’s (1984) critique on the 
assumptions embedded in the study of kinship, there has been a cultural turn in the 
field of kinship studies where emphasis is given to the social construction of kinship 
(Killick and Desai 2010:5; Sahlins 2011:6). A consequence of this is an increased 
awareness of the arbitrariness of defining kinship. This has prompted several theorists 
to suggest alternative general concepts to kinship, such as Janet Carsten’s concept of 
“relatedness” (1995; 1997; 2000) and Marshall Sahlins’ “mutuality of being” (2011). 
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The value of general concepts is that the assumption of blood is not taken for granted 
in defining kinship, while capturing a wider range of social relations in which “human 
beings regard themselves as connected to one another” (Killick and Desai 2010:5). By 
opening the categories of human relations, these general concepts also acknowledge 
the non-mutually exclusive and porous nature of the boundaries between kin and non-
kin. However, some theorists (Killick and Desai 2010:5; Santos 2010:39; Strickland 
2010:104) caution that all encompassing concepts, such as “relatedness” (Carsten 
1995; 1997; 2000), risk being analytically vacuous, as they submerge the distinctions 
people draw in articulating and expressing different relationships in everyday life.  
 
Several ethnographies (Obeid 2010; Santos 2010; Strickland 2010), therefore, 
advocate for the retention of these categories in order to elucidate what these relations 
do differently for people. Even in societies that highly value kinship, it does not imply 
that the importance and value of friendship is any less diminished. To elucidate this 
importance and value of friendship in societies that highly value kinship, these 
authors (Obeid 2010; Santos 2010; Strickland 2010) argue that an all-encompassing 
concept of relatedness is insufficient. Goncalo D. Santos (2010) studies the 
importance of a specific form of fictive kinship, same-year siblings, for villagers in a 
small village in Rural South China. By elucidating the similarities between the bond 
shared by same-year siblings and that of marriage, Santos (2010) argues that even 
though same-year siblingship echoes the principles of kinship, the relationship is 
based on “an extreme form of good friendship or the desire to build one” (p. 37). As 
such, to encompass all relations in Chinese society under the concept of “relatedness” 
(Carsten 1995; 1997; 2000) is to risk diminishing the importance of friendship and its 
articulation in relation to kinship. In a similar vein, Strickland’s (2010) ethnography 
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on a specific form of fictive kinship, xiongdi relations, among young Chinese males 
cautions against a focus on ritual friendship as fictive kinship at the risk of 
diminishing the articulation of friendship on its own terms (p. 104). Though young 
Chinese males use a kinship term, xiongdi, to describe their most exemplary 
friendships with peers and utilize “the rhetoric of kinship in describing the ideals of 
closeness and trust in the xiongdi bond”, they do not classify their xiongdi as family, 
but rather as friends (Strickland 2010:104). In a Lebanese town that highly values 
agnatic ties, Michelle Obeid (2010) also observes that Arsalis use the ideals of kinship 
as a yardstick for evaluating friendship. Taken collectively, the ethnographies (Obeid 
2010; Santos 2010; Strickland 2010) illustrate that a retention of the categories of 
friendship and kinship is fruitful, as it allows a nuanced study of the roles, articulation 
and expression of friendship in relation to kinship that an all encompassing category 
of “relatedness” (Carsten 1995; 1997; 2000) masks.  
 
While cautioning the analytical vacuous nature of concepts like “relatedness”, 
the data discussed in Obeid’s (2010), Santos’ (2010) and Strickland’s (2010) 
ethnographies also suggest that a turn towards the expansiveness of concepts like 
“relatedness” could be a fruitful counter to the tendency to overstate the centrality of 
agnatic kinship in Arab and Chinese societies. In doing so, the analytical risk of 
neglecting the importance of friendship for people in these societies is avoided. 
However, these authors (Obeid 2010; Santos 2010; Strickland 2010) argue that an 
adoption of an expansive approach should still retain the analytic distinctions between 
kinship and friendship, as it is these very categories that people use to make sense of 
their different social relations.   
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Following in the steps of the ethnographies discussed above, I, therefore, 
embrace the expansive approach behind an all-encompassing concept of “relatedness” 
(Carsten 1995; 1997; 2000). Carsten’s concept of “relatedness” (1995; 1997; 2000) is 
a theoretically valuable tool that is able to capture the broad range of relationships I 
have witnessed in the field, from fleeting acquaintanceship to firm friendships to life 
long bonds of marriage. This expansive nature of “relatedness” (Carsten 1995; 1997; 
2000) acknowledges the empirical importance of these ties to the people involved, 
and therefore allows me to begin considering the idea that friends can be like kin, 
without the accompanying socio-cultural debate that has pervaded kinship since 
Schneider’s critique (1984). 
 
Though the expansive nature behind the concept of "relatedness" allows one to 
consider a broader range of relations, it runs the risk of being analytically vacuous by 
submerging the various distinctions between relations that people draw in their 
everyday lives. I, therefore, retain the analytical categories of friendship and kinship 
that my respondents utilize in articulating and expressing the social relations in their 
lives. Crucially, not all of the friendships in CFH are the exemplary kind of 
friendships studied by Obeid (2010), Santos (2010) and Strickland (2010). In spite of 
this, my respondents utilize the rhetoric of kinship to articulate and express 
friendship. By retaining the analytical categories between kinship and friendship as 
articulated by my respondents and adopting an expansive approach, my data 
illustrates the stretching and expanding of the rhetoric of kinship to express various 
types of friendship present in CFH in the context of Singapore, where the family is 
perceived to be an important institution of “primary source of emotional, social and 
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financial support” that “serve(s) as an important pillar of support for the nation” 
(Ministry of Social and Family Development 2014).  
 
In short, this thesis uses friendship to account for the affective experience of 
being a fan. Taking my cue from existing studies on cosplay, I frame my research 
within the work of fan studies to argue for a focus on the participants’ meaning 
making processes. Acknowledging the current situation where fandom is one mode of 
consumption, the following chapter grapples with how the practice of cosplay pushes 
the boundaries between commercial and non-commercial. Existing studies on cosplay, 
such as Zwart (2013), have highlighted and examined the tensions between 
commercial and non-commercial inherent in the practice of cosplay. Building on her 
study, this chapter discusses the tensions inherent in the practice of sharing cosplay 
photography, development of cosplay stores in Singapore and the sale of one’s 
cosplay skills to understand the articulation and blurring of boundaries between 
commercial and non-commercial in the practice of cosplay. In addition, this chapter 
also draws attention to the importance of commercial spaces in Singapore, 
specifically Otaku House and AFA, for the beginnings of friendships in CFH. 
Acknowledging the current commercialized nature of cosplay, my respondents’ use of 
cosplay to build meaningful relationships with each other stretches the boundaries 
between commercial and non-commercial, as they utilize a commercial leisure 
activity to build deeply affective friendships.  
 
As discussed earlier, existing studies deal primarily with issues of power, 
inequality, and discrimination. Such explanations fail to account for the affective 
experience and the process of becoming a fan. To explain how individuals become 
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cosplayers without resorting to a psychological explanation, I draw on existing 
literature on friendship to discuss the bonds formed through the activity of cosplay, 
and therefore account for the development of a group of friends. Moreover, this 
choice of drawing on existing literature of friendship is guided by my observations in 
the field and my respondents’ insistence that they cosplay because of friendship. 
Continuing the theme of boundaries being porous, expandable and stretchable in the 
practice of cosplay, the third chapter explores the non-commercial aspect of cosplay 
in greater detail by examining the materiality and emotions involved in becoming 
friends through cosplay. The porous, expandable and stretchable boundaries between 
emotional and material are also explored via an examination of the various kinds of 
support that friendships in CFH provide. Specifically, this chapter looks at the role of 
money in several individuals’ friendships, and how it is interpreted as emotional 
support. This chapter argues that there is a blurring of the boundaries between the 
emotional and material, as the emotional is expressed through the material in youths’ 
practice of friendship.  
 
Building on the theme of porous, stretchable, and expandable boundaries, the 
penultimate chapter similarly explores the non-commercial aspect of cosplay by 
examining the conceptualization of friendship in CFH as “family”. Through the 
practice and insistence of doing things together as a team, CFH articulate their ideals 
of kinship as cohesive, inclusive, stable, enduring and permanent. The idiom of 
kinship helps to perpetuate the group’s collective existence, as it organizes the 
resources and relations within the group. Acknowledging the reality of the situation in 
CFH as fragile and a potential site of conflict and disappointment, this chapter also 
explores the messiness of friendships and what is at stake when friendship fails to live 
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up to the ideals of kinship. The ubiquitous phrase, “CFH is like a family”, therefore 
captures the reality of the situation succinctly; friends in CFH may aspire to be like 
kin, but they can never become kin. The chapter, therefore, explores the porous 
boundaries between kin and non-kin, as one’s understanding and practice of 
friendship is articulated by referencing kinship.   
 
In the conclusion, I re-iterate my argument on the porous, expandable and 
stretchable nature of boundaries by examining the intersection and conflation between 
the categories of cosplay, friendship and family. Beyond being a fan activity where 
participants imagine themselves as a fictional character, cosplay provides a space for 
my respondents to imagine alternative ways of relating to each other beyond the 
confines of school, work and blood. My ethnographic data therefore goes against two 
commonly held perceptions of cosplay, (1) the perception of cosplay as redundant and 
(2) the perception of cosplay as simple instrumental stress relief, to argue that cosplay 
is an important platform for youths to connect with like-minded people and thereby 
reap the emotional and instrumental rewards of belonging to a stable group of 
friends—a constant compared to the uncertainty and flux that they face in their 
everyday lives as they transition from one phase of life to the next and/or the 
insecurities of the current economy. In addition, I review this thesis’ contributions to 
existing literature in fan studies by (1) reducing the paucity of research on cosplay in 
fan studies (Hale 2014; Scott 2015), and (2) the provision of an alternative account of 
the emotional, material and imaginative experience of fandom. Last but not least, I 
mull over the limitations of this thesis and highlight possible future topics for study.  
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ARTICULATING THE BOUNDARIES BETWEEN COMMERCIAL AND NON-
COMMERCIAL IN COSPLAY 
This chapter explores cosplay as a fan activity by understanding it to be 
voluntary and creative labor that one does as a way of demonstrating one’s liking for 
a specific character from Japanese cartoons, comics, and games. I acknowledge that 
the arguments made in this chapter are not new, in the sense that they derive from 
existing fan studies that explore the tensions and contradictions between commercial 
and non-commercial in fan practices. The value of this chapter is to, therefore, 
provide an in-depth exploration of the various actors and activities in Singapore’s 
cosplay community. In doing so, this chapter seeks to fill the empirical gaps in 
existing studies by extending and building on to earlier works on cosplay. While 
existing studies, such as Zwart (2013), have established the complex relationship 
between fans and culture industries, they stop short of examining the interplay of 
commercial and non-commercial logics inherent in the behavior of cosplayers. 
Building on Zwart’s work (2013), I further elaborate on the blurring of boundaries 
between commercial and non-commercial in the practice of cosplay with regards to 
ownership over cosplay photography. Following the theme of expandable boundaries 
between commercial and non-commercial, I examine the capitalist market’s co-option 
of youth practices (Tan 2007c:225). Cosplay in Singapore is increasingly 
commercialized over the years as the community grew from being the niche hobby of 
a few to a popular hobby of an estimated 3,000 participants (Yeh 2015). While 
existing studies on the market’s pursuit of fans have been noted by fan scholars (Gray 
et al. 2007), they stop short of examining the opportunities that increasing 
commercialization offer to individual fans who are able to capitalize on the increasing 
valuation of their activity and profit from it. I, therefore, seek to fill this empirical gap 
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by exploring the business opportunities offered to individual entrepreneurial fans. 
Though many such fans insist that they “do it not for the money” (Ng 2016b; Wee 
2016), they play a role in perpetuating the commercialization of cosplay. Last but not 
least, the importance of Otaku House, a cosplay shop, and AFA, a commercial 
Japanese popular culture convention, as platforms for my respondents to meet like-
minded people and to make friends illustrates the elasticity of boundaries between 
commercial and non-commercial.  
 
Creative fan labor and ownership 
The very practice of cosplay illustrates a blurring of the boundaries between 
commercial and non-commercial in the relationship between the industry and the 
individual cosplayer, as cosplay is a derivative fan activity that requires its 
participants to become their favorite character from existing commercial pop culture 
sources. As examined by Zwart (2013), cosplay is a form of creative voluntary fan 
labor. Cosplayers make costumes of their favorite fictional characters and portray 
these characters in highly visible public settings. These characters are from existing 
pop culture content in the form of cartoons, comics and games. Intellectual property 
rights often exist for these fictional characters. For a cosplay to be identifiable, it has 
to resemble the source material as closely as possible. However, to do so requires a 
violation of intellectual property rights. Despite this, instances of charges being 
pressed against cosplayers for copyright violations are exceedingly rare (Zwart 2013). 
This is attributed to the perception of cosplay as a fan activity that one undertakes not 
for commercial profit and that it is in the best interests of commercial stake holders to 
not stop cosplayers from portraying characters from their cartoons, comics and games 
(ibid.). By condoning cosplayers’ violations of intellectual property rights, such 
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content providers ultimately protect their own commercial interests by avoiding loss 
of revenue due to backlash or negative publicity, while capitalizing on the free 
publicity provided by cosplayers. The practice of cosplay, therefore, blurs the 
boundaries between commercial and non-commercial in the relationship between the 
industry and the individual cosplayer in 2 ways; (1) as creative and free fan labor that 
celebrates one’s love for specific fictional characters derived from commercial 
sources, and (2) it is with commercial interests in mind that the pop culture content 
providers do not charge cosplayers with the violation of intellectual property rights.   
 
Though Zwart’s (2013) work illustrates the blurring of the boundaries between 
commercial and non-commercial in the relationship between the cultural industries 
and the fan community in the practice of cosplay, she stops short of examining the 
interplay of commercial and non-commercial logics inherent in the behavior of 
cosplayers. The blurring of boundaries between commercial and non-commercial 
logics is also demonstrated through the practice of sharing cosplay photography on 
Web 2.0 platforms. Cosplayers do more than just make and wear the costumes of their 
favorite characters; they also put in a lot of time and effort in recreating scenes from 
the original source material through photography (Okabe 2012; Rauch and Bolton 
2010). Cosplayers often upload these pictures onto Web 2.0 platforms, such as 
DeviantArt, Facebook, and WorldCosplay, to share them with local and international 
cosplayers. These photos would be accompanied by a by a set of credits which lists 
each person involved in the photograph’s production (e.g. photographer, helpers, 
costume makers, prop makers, makeup artist, and cosplayer). To not give credit where 
it is due is frowned upon in the cosplay community—for example, reposting cosplay 
photographs without mentioning their sources often instigates invective comments 
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demanding that the original creators (usually the cosplayers) be credited. In addition, 
a few respondents have had their photos “stolen” by e-commerce stores on Taobao for 
the purposes of promoting the store’s merchandise. Such an action would invite 
reprise from the owner(s) of the photo and the community, as they would write in to 
request the store to remove the pictures. If no action is taken by the offending store, 
some would even go to the extra mile of reporting the store to the e-commerce 
platform for the appropriate action. Despite practicing a hobby that value the copying 
of fictional characters from existing cartoons, games, and comics, cosplayers display 
a paradoxically strong sense of ownership of their photos. In the production of 
photographs to be shared, insistence on its use for non-profit purposes and 
acknowledgement of all producers, the actions of cosplayers straddle between the 
commercial logic of ownership and the non-commercial logic of fandom where fan 
generated content is actively shared and consumed among members of the 
community.  
 
Commercialization of cosplay 
Despite the widely held perception that cosplay is a hobby for one to 
demonstrate one’s liking of Japanese pop culture content and the valuation of the DIY 
ethic in the community, the hobby of cosplay in Singapore today is commercialized. 
The commercial nature of cosplay is evident in various stages of the marketing chain, 
from the wide and easy commercial availability of cosplay paraphernalia in physical 
brick and mortar stores and online market places such as Taobao, regular annual 
commercial Japanese popular culture conventions, the recruitment of cosplayers for 
ad-hoc part-time marketing purposes, the establishment of two local small-medium 
enterprises (Singapore Cosplay Club and Neo-Tokyo Project) in the event 
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organization industry that feature cosplay events as their mainstay, and local 
cosplayers who are willing and able to make costumes and props for others in 
exchange for monetary remuneration. The scene today serves as a stark contrast to the 
early days of the hobby in the late 19990s. In the early days of Singapore’s cosplay 
community, the practice of cosplay is non-commercial in the sense that its participants 
could not monetize or make a profit from it and there is a lack of commercial 
availability of cosplay paraphernalia. As such, cosplayers would spend much time and 
effort on making costumes, props and wigs from scratch. As explained by Jason, a 
middle aged part-time lecturer, head of Neo-Tokyo Project, and veteran of the 
community,  
If you wanted to make a wig, you would use raffia string and a fork, 
and scrap. Or you would put like masses of, what do you call it, 
err...that wool thing you use for knitting…Yarn. Yea. You do that. And 
back then; having a wig was a sign of prestige. Like an actual wig, not 
like something you make at home and do-it-yourself (DIY).  
 
Recalling his experiences of cosplay in early 2000s, Jason’s experience of making a 
wig from yarn and raffia string points to the marked absence of cosplay related 
accessories in retail stores. An “actual wig” refers to a wig composed of synthetic 
fiber and is not self-made from yarn or raffia string. In the context of a marked 
absence of stores selling ready-made costumes and wigs at affordable prices, having a 
synthetic wig is “a sign of prestige” because it implies that one spends the extra effort 
to overcome logistical difficulties and monetary constrains to obtain “an actual wig”. 
This extra effort is appreciated and respected in a culture that valued the DIY ethic. 
To this day, the DIY ethic is valued and regarded as one of the key defining traits of 
the hobby. This can be seen from existing cosplay competitions that have rules 
specifying costumes and props must be made by the participant (see WCS 2014), 
impose a penalty for commissioned and purchased costumes (see Anime Festival Asia 
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2013), or including craftsmanship as part of the judging criteria (See Eliphant Pte Ltd 
2016).  
 
As cosplay became more popular throughout the 2000s, business savvy 
Japanese pop culture enthusiasts saw opportunities to cater to a developing niche 
market. Singapore’s first cosplay costume store, Pan-In-The-Box, opened in 
Chinatown in 2003. It is a small store that carried props, costumes, and wigs for 
children and adults. Pan-In-The-Box’s success in catering to the niche market of 
cosplayers paved the way for the establishment of more retail outlets specializing in 
cosplay. It is also in the mid-2000s that two more stores selling cosplay paraphernalia, 
Otaku House and Haru House, are established in Central Singapore. Otaku House and 
Haru House opened in 2005 to sell cosplay paraphernalia and Japanese popular 
culture items. The opening of Otaku House and Haru House meant that there are more 
physical stores in Singapore for cosplayers to purchase wigs and costumes, instead of 
having to make everything from scratch. The commercial availability of cosplay 
paraphernalia lowers the barriers of entry to cosplay, as aspiring inexperienced 
cosplayers do not require as much technical DIY knowledge to cosplay. Stores that 
specialized in cosplay paraphernalia see cosplayers “as a specialised yet dedicated 
consumer” (Gray et al. 2007:4). From merely geeky Japanese pop culture enthusiasts 
who would occasionally dress up as their favorite fictional characters, cosplayers have 
become sought after, ideal consumers with stable consumption patterns. 
 
Taobao, an online shopping Chinese website similar to Amazon, eBay, and 
Rakuten, is established in 2013. A quick search on Taobao will generate thousands of 
links for cosplay paraphernalia from makeup to costumes to props to wigs. Compared 
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to the limited selection of goods among the three physical stores in Singapore, Taobao 
offered more choices to the individual cosplayer, on top of more affordable prices. 
Coupled with a favorable exchange rate between the Yuan and the Sing dollar, buying 
a whole costume for cosplay becomes a much more affordable option, as compared 
the prices of costumes in physical stores. As Jason puts it succinctly, 
Nowadays, things are so accessible. You can just click on a website, 
Taobao. And everything is ready.  
 
His words illustrate the ease and convenience it is to buy a costume after the advent of 
Taobao, as compared to the hassle of DIY in the past. The establishment of numerous 
stores specializing in cosplay paraphernalia on Taobao illustrates that cosplay is no 
longer a niche market for a few hundred pop culture enthusiasts, but rather a sizeable 
population with communities in numerous countries, making it sustainable and 
profitable for businesses on Taobao to sell cosplay paraphernalia to a global audience.  
 
 Beyond businesses capitalizing on the increasing popularity of cosplay, 
several entrepreneurial cosplayers have begun marketing their services and talents. On 
Carousell, an online community marketplace, several local cosplayers market their 
skills in making props, makeup, and wig styling to other cosplayers who wish to 
engage their services. It is not just local cosplayers who market and sell their skills. 
Corporations, such as SOZO, have deliberately and carefully created cosplay 
celebrities to engage with the growing community of cosplayers. Some examples of 
these cosplay celebrities who are valued for their fan base include Hana and Baozi, 
Angie, and Ying Tze (SOZO Pte Ltd 2014). These cosplay celebrities are given 
monetary remuneration for appearing at events to interact with event attendees. In 
addition, cosplay celebrities also create merchandise, such as photo books, postcards 
and posters, to be sold at events. The active and willing monetization of one’s skills 
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(and looks) in cosplay illustrates the expansion of market logic to include the fan 
practice of cosplay, which is perceived to be a non-commercial hobby that one does 
for fun. The sale of one’s previously free labor for cosplay, therefore, illustrates the 
expansion of the boundaries of the commercial as it co-opts a non-commercial 
activity for profit.  
 
The expansion of the boundaries of the commercial sector to co-opt cosplay as 
a market is seen from the transformation of the hobby from cosplay being a-not-for-
profit activity to demonstrate one’s fandom to cosplay being a niche market for 
businesses and an opportunity for entrepreneurial youths to earn some income. This 
commercialization can be seen at various sections of the cosplay market from 
multinational corporations, small-medium enterprises and the cosplayers themselves. 
In spite of the overt commercialization of the hobby, people who have capitalized on 
the popularity of the hobby in their business ventures, such as the owners of the two 
photo studios Lunarworks and Luminos and prop makers who accept commissions, 
insist that it is “not for the money” (Ng 2016b; Wee 2016). Many people I have 
spoken to at numerous cosplay conventions insist that cosplaying is one of the ways 
for them to make friends and to spend time with friends. In the next section, I discuss 
the porous nature of the boundaries between commercial and non-commercial by 
elaborating on the opportunities for meeting like-minded people in commercial spaces 
by drawing on the narratives of CFH’s formation.  
 
Otaku House and Anime Festival Asia: making friends in a commercial space 
The elasticity of the boundaries between commercial and non-commercial is 
exemplified in the socializing opportunities that commercial spaces provide youths 
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with. The commercial spaces of Otaku House and AFA are the settings where several 
members of CFH met. The initial encounter between Dart and Kathy, two key figures 
who recruitepeople from their individual networks to form CFH in 2010, happened at 
AFA 2009. In 2009, Kathy first learned of AFA from a classmate who told her about 
the event upon learning of her interest in Japanese comics and cartoons. Kathy then 
attended the event along with her sister, the classmate and the classmate’s brother. 
While walking around the grounds of AFA, Dart’s group catches her attention: 
He was with a group of friends and they had this bamboo pole - the 
kind to sun clothes - and they were playing with it . . . Dart was 
cosplaying as Sasuke. He would run and jump over the pole, like high 
jump. He succeeded the first time, so everybody was clapping.  
 
The group of friends that Kathy saw at AFA 2009 are friends from Dart’s polytechnic 
and strangers that he recruited to form a team of Naruto8 cosplayers. The story of this 
team starts earlier in 2008 when Dart walked past Otaku House, a store selling 
cosplay paraphernalia in Suntec City, a mall located in Central Singapore, 
 
I didn’t know cosplay is like a hobby or active in Singapore. 
Occasionally you see photos on the internet people doing the character, 
but you won’t really think of things like cosplay. It’s just that I saw 
this shop and like “oh okay, try on a few costumes”. It started off when 
I decided to buy one costume for my friend from that shop, Naruto’s 
outfit. His birthday coming. After that, he drag us along.  
 
Beyond just purchasing an outfit for his friend, Dart also started working in that 
particular cosplay shop. While working, Dart would ask people who walked into the 
store to browse costumes if they wanted to cosplay. This process is fondly recalled by 
Joseph who was approached by Dart while casually browsing costumes: 
I just walked into the store. Out of nowhere, this guy asked me if I 
wanted cosplay. I didn’t even know him.  
 
																																																								
8 Naruto is a Japanese comic and cartoon series that follows the adventures of the 
main character, Naruto.  
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By asking strangers who express an interest in costumes in Otaku House, Dart 
recruited a team of individuals to cosplay characters from the then-popular series, 
Naruto. It is this team that Kathy saw when she first went to AFA in 2009. Dart’s 
attempts to recruit a group of cosplayers by asking strangers may seem haphazard; it 
is in fact a calculated move. As cosplay is a relatively niche hobby in 2008, walking 
into a store specializing in cosplay is a reliable indicator of their interest in the hobby. 
The commercial space of Otaku House, thus, acts as a catchment area for like-minded 
youths to meet.  
 
The chance encounters between various members of CFH in commercial 
spaces illustrate youths’ appropriation and utilization of commercial spaces for non-
commercial purposes, such as making friends with strangers who share a common 
interest in Japanese popular culture. Dart’s use of his working hours to make friends 
subverts the commercial logic that governs his work at Otaku House, while Kathy’s 
encounter with Dart at AFA illustrates that there is more than passive consumption of 
Japanese popular culture happening at a commercial event. In their own ways, Dart 
and Kathy stretch the boundaries of expected behavior in the commercial space to 
accommodate non-commercial behaviors.  
 
In conclusion, this chapter has examined the stretching and expanding of 
boundaries between commercial and non-commercial in various aspects of the 
practice of cosplay, specifically relationship between the industry and the individual 
cosplayer, the practice of sharing cosplay photographs within the community, the 
commercialization of cosplay in Singapore, and the role of commercial spaces in 
facilitating the meeting of like-minded individuals. Focusing on the narratives and 
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experiences of cosplayers in Singapore, this chapter has argued that the practice of 
cosplay expands and stretches the boundaries between commercial and non-
commercial. Acknowledging the creativity and business smarts of several 
entrepreneurs, the boundaries between commercial and non-commercial are porous as 
they use their love for Japanese popular culture as a means of making a livelihood by 
catering to a niche market of fans. This chapter has, therefore, plugged an empirical 
gap in the understanding of cosplay as fan activity by focusing on fans’ interpretation 
of their activity in relation to the existing circumstances. As cosplayers challenge and 
push beyond the limitations of their body to portray a fictional character with highly 
unrealistic features and body proportions, the practice of sharing cosplay photography 
expands and stretches the porous boundaries between commercial and non-
commercial logics.  
 
Crucially, this argument on the complexities, contradictions and intersections 
of commercial and non-commercial in fan activity is not new. Instead of advocating a 
new theoretical understanding of fan activity within the existing paradigm, this 
chapter has sought to apply existing arguments to understand the history and 
development of Singapore’s cosplay community. On that note, this chapter has 
explored how cosplay began as a non-commercial hobby for profit and it’s 
increasingly commercialized nature as the hobby became popular and the community 
became bigger. Yet, in a perverse twist of events, it is precisely this commercialized 
and popular nature of cosplay that forms the context of CFH’s formation. CFH’s 
formation in this high commercial situation illustrate that the “concerns (of fandom) 
escape the matrix of corporate production by raising more humanist issues: seeking 
pleasure, exploring creativity and making social connections”(Duffett 2013:285). To 
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study cosplay using the dichotomy of commercial and non-commercial is to risk 
losing “sight of fans’ core motivations”(Duffett 2013:286).  
 
The following chapter, therefore, continues on the theme of porous, 
expandable and stretchable boundaries, to examine how cosplay facilitates as a way 
for youths to make social connections. It explores the boundaries between the material 
and emotional by examining the importance of material practices for people to 
express their emotions. Acknowledging insufficiencies for strangers to become 
friends immediately at the first meeting, the next chapter identifies how certain 
characteristics of cosplay, specifically DIY culture and reciprocal learning, facilitate 
the formation of emotional bonds between youths and thereby turn strangers into 
friends. Notably, these friendships provide both emotional and material support in 
trying times. As an extension of the non-commercial aspect of cosplay, the following 
chapter elaborates on friendship among cosplayers. 
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THE FORMATION AND MATERIALITY OF FRIENDSHIP IN CFH 
 
It is a cold, rainy Sunday evening, in early December 2014. Balancing an 
umbrella in left hand, a bag of drinks in my right, and another bag on my shoulder, I 
tread carefully on the dimly lit muddy walkways of D’Resort, a chalet9 located in the 
eastern part of Singapore, towards my destination. As heavy droplets of rain pelt my 
umbrella, I wonder whether the barbecue could possibly proceed as planned. 
Rounding a corner, I spot a barbeque pit protected from the rain by a white shoot-
through umbrella typically used for photography, rather than as a device used for 
protection from the rain. Three individuals are huddled around the barbeque pit trying 
to start a fire. They wave as I walk over, enthusiastically informing me that the fire is 
hot enough for cooking.  
 
Dressed in shirt and shorts, Jeanette, a 29-year old Chinese female with two 
younger sisters, opens the door of the chalet, inviting me to take shelter from the rain. 
Six people are lounging in the room, some still with makeup on their faces. They wait 
for the rest of the team to make their way over from Shana’s house, where they are 
removing their makeup and costumes, after an enjoyable day of cosplaying as 
characters from the game, Dynasty Warriors 7, at AFA 2014. In batches of four to 
five individuals, they slowly trickle in within an hour. The chalet’s room, meant for 
12 adults, becomes increasingly crowded as it exceeds its intended capacity.  
 
Seeing Jeanette and her partner, Harry, laying plastic bags over the wet tables 
and chairs near the outdoor barbecue pit, I try to lend a hand in sticking the plastic 																																																								
9 A chalet is a holiday resort with basic sleeping accommodation that one could rent 
for a specific time period, usually located on the beach front to facilitate outdoor 
activities such as barbecuing, cycling and swimming. 
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bags down, asking, “Do we have any tape, such as 3M tape?” Anthony, a final year 
student at DigiPen Institute of Technology, jokingly replies “Hey! 3M tape is very 
expensive. Can you use a cheaper tape?” The joke relies on the background 
assumption that cosplayers would always have tape on hand to fix any costume and/or 
prop mishaps that occurs, and knowledge of the prices of various types of tape10. 
While I exchange banter with Anthony, Harry and Jeanette wrap three sets of tables 
and chairs without my help. Various attendees arrange themselves around the plastic 
wrapped tables and chairs, and pass around aluminum trays containing cooked 
chicken wings, mildly charred crabsticks, and hot dogs. Laughter and light banter 
punctuate the silence of the night. Jeffrey munches on a stick of satay. With dark eye 
circles ringing his bloodshot eyes, Jeffrey declares in Mandarin, “I have no regrets. 
Today is one of the best days of my life!” 
 
In the previous chapter, I discussed the blurring of the boundaries between the 
commercial and non-commercial in the practice of cosplay. This blurring is evident in 
this example of CFH who enjoy spending time cosplaying together at AFA, without 
spending money on other activities at the convention. In spite of the commercialized 
aspects of the practice today, non-commercial values, such as a DIY ethic and 
reciprocal learning, are valued within the cosplay community. In addition, people who 
are willing and able to monetize their skills in cosplay are the exception in the 
community. Instead, the people I have spoken to at various conventions and my 
respondents insist that cosplay is a hobby not for financial gain. Ironically, this 
insistence is paradoxically in line with the general perception of parents that cosplay 																																																								
10 A few types of tape commonly used are 3M tape, double sided tape, masking tape, 
and duct tape. Double sided tape, masking tape, and duct tape cost approximately 
SGD$1-2 each, while 3M tape on the other hand costs SGD$5 at local hardware 
shops.  
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is “a waste of time and money” (Delfina 2015). The logic of the cosplayer’s parents is 
that if there is no measurable financial reward for investing one’s time and money 
into a hobby, it is definitely a financial loss. On the other hand, the perspective of 
cosplayers does not see financial gain as their utmost priority. Instead, cosplayers find 
the social connection and bonds that they have forged through the practice of cosplay 
extremely meaningful and rewarding. Spending time with friends cosplaying is 
meaningful to the extent that Jeffrey declares it to be “one of the best days of [his] 
life”. 
 
However, the importance of social connection and bonds for the individual is 
not captured in existing studies on cosplay. Existing studies, such as Winge (2006) 
and Okabe (2012), have identified that cosplay is a social activity, but fail to 
explicitly say how. They do not account for how these friendships are made, and fail 
to elucidate how these friendships are meaningful or rewarding for the people in fan 
communities. In addition, studies that theorize on the social relations within the fan 
community tend to focus on status and hierarchy within the community. By focusing 
on cultural capital accumulation as a form to establish one’s status in the community, 
they construct an instrumental individual that does not gel with fans’ emphasis on the 
importance of affection for the activity. In addition, a major flaw of the argument that 
cultivating status in the fan community as compensation for other areas of life 
presupposes a specific image of the fan as esoteric and incapable of engaging with 
others in “normal” social life. Several theorists, such as Jenkins (1992), have 
debunked this image of the pathological fan. In addition, it has been noted that being a 
fan is a common way of consuming popular culture content (Gray et al. 2007:7; 
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Jenkins 2007:362), and fan activity is one of the many ways that youths spend time 
with each other.  
 
Following Weber’s verstehen approach (1949), I take Jeffrey’s declaration 
that cosplaying with friends are “some of the best days of [his] life” as the starting 
point, and therefore choose to reject existing theorization on fan relations. The 
literature on fan activity assumes escapes are only for those who can’t function in 
‘normal’ social life (Duffett 2013:287); but other studies and my data has challenged 
this conception by showing how the fan can function in ‘normal’ social life. 
Moreover, even if the escapist function of cosplay is acknowledged, the experiences 
of my respondents illustrate that there is more cosplay than stress relief. I, therefore, 
draw on literature on friendship to (1) examine how the material practice of cosplay 
facilitates friendship among youths, (2) how these deeply affective friendships are 
expressed materially, and (3) how these friendships are materially and emotionally 
rewarding for youths.  In drawing attention to the specificity of material objects and 
practices in mediating and expressing friendship, this chapter elaborates on the theme 
of porous, expandable and stretchable boundaries of the emotional and material in 
youths’ practice of friendship. 
 
Friendship formation through cosplay 
It has been suggested by several scholars that it is impossible to talk about 
friendship without sentiment (Killick and Desai 2010:8). Taking Jeffrey’s declaration 
of his enjoyment of time spent with friends cosplaying, I begin with describing the 
friendships in CFH as affective. Affective relations are defined as “those which center 
on shared emotion or affection between the people involved” (Strickland 2010:102). 
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Recognizing the similarities between my entry into the field with Evans’ (2011) 
fieldwork experience with building rapport with among boys in a primary school via a 
Pikachu drawing and Rapport’s (1999) entry into the social life of an English village 
via the game of dominoes, this section examines the importance of material objects 
and practices in mediating the expression of intimacies and affection crucial to 
friendship formation. The porous boundaries between the emotional and the material 
are explored via a focus on two characteristics of cosplay, DIY spirit and reciprocal 
learning, which facilitate the expression of intimacies. In addition, the mastery of 
specific practices in cosplay gives a sense of fulfillment that is rewarding to the extent 
that it becomes a justification for one to continue cosplaying with friends. The sense 
of validation from friends over one’s mastery of physical competencies needed for 
cosplay and accompanying euphoria further highlights the porous nature of the 
boundaries between the emotional and material in friendship. 
 
Okabe (2012) identifies DIY spirit to be core to Japan’s cosplay community 
(234-235). Cosplay “involves more than simply wearing an outfit and posing in front 
of the camera” (Okabe 2012:235); it involves having the knowledge and skills to 
make one’s own outfits and props. Similarly, this DIY spirit is core to Singapore’s 
cosplay community. In spite of the presence of physical stores where one can buy 
cosplay outfits and online stores on Taobao, the DIY ethic still persists. While it can 
be relatively easy to buy a cosplay outfit, it is much harder to buy a prop for cosplay. 
This is especially so if the character is not a popular fictional character. Though it is 
possible to commission a company or an individual to custom make a prop, this could 
be too costly an option for most cosplayers. As such, most cosplayers make their own 
props in spite of the commercial availability of cosplay paraphernalia.  
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As cosplay is a social activity (Winge 2006), members of CFH would meet up 
to make props together at a friend’s house. Chrissie, a devout Christian working as a 
graphic designer in a statutory board of the Singapore government, recalls one prop 
making session where Jeffrey spontaneously shared information about his family, 
I was never close to Jeffrey. I just happened to know his family story. 
He told everyone one day while making props.  
 
Making props can be a relatively quiet affair with music in the background when 
individuals are concentrating on their individual tasks. There is a tacit understanding 
that the silence is comfortable and can be broken at any point if needed. One can 
choose to discuss the matter at hand, such as how to paint a specific prop and what 
time is the break for a meal. Alternatively, one could also take this opportunity to 
share information about oneself, discuss one’s worries and troubles, and seek advice. 
Sitting beside each other for hours with hands preoccupied with cutting foam or 
painting facilitates a kind of intimacy that allows people to disclose (or not disclose) 
details about themselves. It is this revelation of one’s emotions and thoughts that 
builds trust and therefore friendship between youths. 
 
 Making props for cosplay forms a basis for sociality, as it provides a reason 
for friends to spend time with each other in a relatively closed environment of a 
friend’s or one’s own home with minimal interruptions. The importance of material 
objects in facilitating sociality is also illustrated in Rapport’s ethnography (1999:106), 
where the game of dominoes form the base of interactions between Arthur and friends 
at the table. Rapport (1999:102) employs a ludic frame to analyze the game of 
dominoes in Eagle pub in the English village of Wanet. The game of dominoes 
provides a regular schedule for the players to be in the pub on an evening and 
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facilitates conversation between players, as it occurs as an event outside of the time 
and routine of mundane everyday life. Rapport (1999) dissects the structure of the 
game into three components (beginning, middle and ending). At the beginning of the 
game, certain practices, such as the pairing of partners, which facilitate the game as a 
break from reality are identified (Rapport 1999:102-104). In the middle of the game, 
Rapport (1999:102-110) provides a sample conversation excerpt to illustrate the ease 
with which the game allows players to make conversation and express intimacies with 
each other. At the end of the game, specific conversation markers are identified as a 
way to end the game and transit back to real life (Rapport 1999:110-113). The 
unpredictability of luck in a game of dominoes functions as a foil to the uncertainty 
and ambiguities of life. It is through the playing of dominoes and the conversations 
surrounding the game that players come to terms with (and even temporarily master) 
the turmoil of their everyday world. In becoming friends and expressing friendship 
via the game of dominoes, the boundaries of the material are expanded to co-opt the 
emotional as the materiality of the game is used to express the immaterial emotions 
and thoughts of the players. This is similar to my observations of prop making 
sessions with CFH where the physical co-presence of being engaged in the same 
activity facilitates the expression of friendly intimacies. 
 
Beyond providing a material basis for sociality, the DIY spirit of cosplay also 
encourages reciprocal learning. There are no guidebooks, no top-down teaching, no 
institutionalized hierarchies, and no formal assessments in the cosplay community 
(Okabe 2012:242-243). Instead, one learns from fellow peers through interactions on 
Web 2.0 platforms and/or physical co-presence in real life. Reciprocal learning, 
therefore, provides youths with an avenue to compare and compete with each other in 
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bodily techniques that they deem significant for cosplay. Reciprocal learning is 
collaborative, as it requires youths to share their knowledge and skills with friends in 
the same community. It is also simultaneously competitive, as to be able to be in a 
position to teach a friend is to claim the status of having a minimum level of 
competency in the technical know-how. Similarly, for the learner, to seek help from 
another is to validate the other’s mastery in the bodily competencies necessary for 
cosplay. Reciprocal learning with friends can, therefore, be extremely rewarding, as it 
provides one with a sense of validation that school, work and/or family cannot 
provide.  
 
Today, there are a multitude of cosplay tutorials on Web 2.0 platforms such as 
BlogSpot, Deviantart, Facebook, and Tumblr. Like the cosplayers who exchange 
information in Okabe’s ethnography (2012), the various members of CFH would 
share any tutorials that they find useful with each other in CFH’s Facebook group. 
These tutorials cover a diversity of skills needed for cosplay, such as tips for costume 
making, posing, photo editing, and wig styling. Occasionally, various members would 
comment on these shared tutorials. Some comments include possible local sources of 
the materials used in the tutorial, while others could be suggestions on how to modify 
the tutorial for one’s own needs. By sharing content with each other, cosplayers 
accumulate a body of knowledge shared by all in the community (Okabe 2012:243).  
 
Alternatively, they ask each other on how they made a specific prop in face-
to-face conversations at events, photo shoots, or outings. One such instance happen at 
an event in September 2015 whereby Shana expresses admiration for a prop book that 
Chrissie made, “this is very nice. How did you do it?” Chrissie replies, “I designed 
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the book cover on Illustrator, and printed it. I then wrap it around a pre-existing 
book”. Shana expressing mild shock, “Oh, like that also can?” Chrissie replies, “It 
works”. Shana turns the book around in her hand, “Now I know, I can try this next 
time”. From the dialogue between Shana and Chrissie, there is an established order to 
asking questions about one’s prop. It is usually done by first expressing admiration 
for the prop, followed by politely asking about the process of making it, and ends with 
the asker stating that he or she has learnt something new from the interaction and 
would be willing to try it if the opportunity arises.  
 
The other way to gain firsthand experience is through prop making sessions 
with friends. Such sessions offer opportunities for one to observe another more skilled 
member and to ask questions. Though Chrissie and Dart insist that “there’s nothing to 
making props”, they possess numerous bodily competencies for making props. Their 
insistence on it being “nothing” reveals how Chrissie and Dart have mastered these 
skills to a point whereby it feels natural and second nature to them. On the several 
occasions where I could watch Chrissie or Dart make props, I find it an eye opening 
experience. I vividly recall a session whereby I watch Chrissie make an armor piece 
for her waist. She grabs a long roll of aluminum foil and wraps it around her waist 
tightly to make a template for her waist armor. While wrapping a piece of aluminum 
foil around her waist, she maintains a running commentary throughout the process by 
explaining why aluminum foil is a good medium to use for a template, as another 
member, Jody, and I stare at her with shock and disbelief on our faces. Chrissie 
presses the aluminum foil firmly against her body in order to capture her body’s 
natural contours and to ensure that it would fit snugly. After being satisfied with the 
fit, she proceeds to unroll the aluminum foil and stick it to a piece of black foam. She 
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traces the shape of the aluminum foil onto the foam, and thereafter cut it out. After 
cutting, she wraps the foam around her waist to double check the fit. Satisfied with 
the fit, she proudly declares to Jody and me, “See. It works”. It takes Chrissie about 
an hour to do that. The sense of satisfaction encoded in “it works” point to the 
importance of bodily competencies in differentiating one’s self from others. In this 
case, mastery over making props is a way for Chrissie to be significant to other 
members of CFH who are less skilled with props. Reciprocal learning in cosplay 
presents one with the opportunity to differentiate and to know one’s self from another 
cosplayer. Cosplay, therefore, provides individuals with the opportunities to explore 
and define themselves in relation to friends.  
 
Similarly, the importance of bodily competencies in mediating friendship is 
illustrated in Evan’s ethnography (2010) of boys aged 10 and 11 in a primary school, 
Tenter Ground in England. Describing the equal physical competencies of Gray, the 
peer group leader of Tenter Ground, and Obi, the new boy, at fighting, Evans (2010) 
argues that what matters is not the actual competency per say but its valuation of the 
physical competency by other boys in the peer group, and how the ability to fight is 
being utilized by individual boys to negotiate their status in the peer group. This is 
succinctly captured in Gray’s comment to Obi, “The thing about you, Obi, yeah, is 
you’re tough, but you ain’t really got any friends” (Evans 2010:179). Fighting among 
boys in Tenter Ground is not primarily about causing each other bodily harm, but 
rather it is a way for them to demonstrate their social significance to another and 
thereby negotiate their friendships. Similarly, in a fieldwork incident where Evans 
(2010) found a way to connect with the boys by accidentally producing a Pikachu 
drawing that is of significance and value to the boys, it is not the specific object itself 
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that is valuable, but rather the drawing is given value and significance by the boys (p. 
184-187). It is by producing objects that are of value to another that one becomes 
significant and therefore worthy of friendship (Evans 2010:188). Thus, it is objects 
and the specific competencies relating to the object requires that “become the bridges 
over and through which” boys in Tenter Ground encounter and make sense of each 
other in particular ways (ibid.). Notably, the process of creating and transforming 
value of subjects and of objects through friendship represents the freedom of several 
possibilities of being passionately engaged in something that one values (Evans 
2010:191). This experience feels joyful and extremely rewarding to the individual.  
 
It is this freedom of doing something that one deems valuable with friends that 
makes the experience emotionally rewarding, to the point where it is of no surprise to 
hear Jeffrey declare it as “one of the best days of [his] life”. Taking Jeffrey’s 
declaration as a cue into the meaning making processes involved in cosplay, this 
section has examined how two aspects of cosplay, DIY culture and peer learning, 
facilitates the development of friendship among individuals. Cosplayers make their 
friendships into existence as they make their props and costumes. In doing so, 
cosplayers stretch the boundaries between the material and emotional, as the material 
“become the bridges over and through which” youths encounter and make sense of 
each other (Evans 2010:188). 
 
Expression of friendship 
After a long day of running around Chinese Gardens, a public park in the 
western part of Singapore, in multiple layers of cloth and foam replicas of armor from 
the game, Dynasty Warriors 7, 20 members of CFH are having dinner at a dining 
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establishment in Central Singapore named Just Acia, a casual dining establishment 
that claims to offer the best of Asia at “prices that won′t hurt your pocket” (Just Acia 
2015). Though it is the Valentine’s Day weekend, the dining establishment is 
relatively empty, and could accommodate the group’s request to seat twenty 
individuals at the same table. In the space beside their table, a pile of neatly stacked 
bags and oddly shaped, plastic-wrapped items hint at the afternoon’s activity. The 
bags contain various items one needs for cosplay such as the costume, makeup, 
contact lens, and shoes; the oddly shaped plastic-wrapped items are handmade prop 
replicas, i.e. duplicates of weapons used by the various game characters. One could 
just about make out the shapes of a sword, a bow, and a spear from the vague outlines 
of the plastic-wrapped items. Casual conversation, revolving around anything and 
everything that happened earlier in the day, is punctuated by the sounds of the meal—
the chime of a metal fork on a plastic plate, or the click of chopsticks knocking 
against each other in the hands of an unskilled wielder. 
 
Sitting on Dart’s left is Anthony. Noticing that Dart is distracted in 
conversation with others at the table, Anthony grabs the opportunity to help himself to 
a piece of tofu from Dart’s plate. Out of the corner of his eye, Dart spies Anthony’s 
chopsticks, and abruptly breaks off his conversation to ask Anthony in a mock-
offended tone, “Hey! Are you stealing my tofu?” Picking up on Dart’s tone, Anthony 
quips, “No. I only took it to put on my plate. Now, let me return it to you”. Anthony 
begins to move the piece of tofu from his plate back to Dart’s plate. Dart quickly 
replies in Mandarin and tries to block his attempts to return the tofu with, “don’t be 
like that. Just take it. Come, I have known you for 7 years. I have never treated you to 
a meal. Here, I treat you to one piece of tofu”. Feigning mournfulness, Anthony 
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laments “7 years of friendship! Never even treat me to a meal. Only treat me instant 
noodles”. The whole table breaks out in laughter, as they catch on to the situation. As 
the laughter slowly dies down, Ian interjects, “You mean three people share two 
packets of instant noodles?” A fresh round of laughter started, as the situation of three 
young adults sharing the two packets of instant noodles seems too absurd to be true, 
especially in the light of the ability of the three young adults to afford their own 
meals.  
 
In CFH’s description of friendship, they have always stressed the affection 
present in their friendships. In addition, they always emphasize that time spent with 
friends is fun and stress-free, in comparison to time spent at work, at school, or with 
family. This is evident from the jokes and conversation from the dinner above. This is 
further emphasized in how various individuals describe time spent with CFH. Take 
for example, Yvette describes time spent with CFH as “it’s good to have fun 
together”. Similarly, Cain describes cosplay as “a hobby” with his desire to “keep it 
simple…to just enjoy it” with friends. The word “simple” reveals Cain’s desire to 
view activities with friends as stress free; while the word “enjoy” suggests that time 
spent with friends should be pleasurable and fun. Thus, both Yvette and Cain’s 
description of spending time with various members of CFH, in cosplay related 
settings or otherwise, emphasize that having a good time with friends is important to 
the relationship.  
 
But, being friends is more than just having a good time together. The 
experiences of close Chinese male friendships (Strickland 2010) and ritual friendships 
in India (Desai 2010) illustrate, there is more than sentiment involved in friendship. 
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Strickland shows how close Chinese male friendships provide Chinese males with 
material support in various ways from lending a few dollars to pay for a purchase to 
providing a roof for one’s close friend to stay, while Desai (2010) illustrates the 
material benefits of ritual friendship by giving the example of a bullock seller for 
whom “having a ritual friend in Markakasa means that on a cold winter’s night he is 
fed and housed during his stay” (p. 128).  
 
Strickland studies close Chinese male friendship characterized as xiongdi 
relations, loosely translated as fictive brotherhood, among Chinese males aged 20 to 
25. While these close friendships have practical benefits, his respondents all stress the 
importance of trust, intimacy and loyalty in the friendship (Strickland 2010:107). It is 
through repeated acts of aid that trust, intimacy and loyalty are built and sustained in 
the relationship. Such acts of aid range from small simple acts, such as buying a snack 
and assistance in studying for exams, to major ones such as a monetary loan for 
moving or a place to stay. Notably, social activities, such as watching a movie, 
playing games, and eating dinners, enjoyed by close Chinese male friends and less 
intimate friends are the same. The difference between these activities is the valuation 
of the activity by those in the relationship. Observing a dinner between Tai Jing and 
Chen Zhong, Strickland (2010:112) argues, “material support alone does not generate 
intimacy”. Chen Zhong’s act of paying for dinner is meaningless for Tai Jing. Tai 
Jing perceives that the meal would cost Chen Zhong nothing, as Chen Zhong could 
get the meal reimbursed by passing the receipt to his father to claim as a “business 
dinner” (Strickland 2010:113). Activities are valued according to their context. It is 
only activities that are deemed as meaningful by the people in the relationship that 
build and sustain trust, intimacy, and loyalty in the friendship. While young Chinese 
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males may build and sustain their friendship through concrete practices, these 
practices do not possess any intrinsic value but are rather evaluated according to their 
circumstances. Though the practice of building and sustaining friendship through 
material practices illustrate the porous nature of the boundaries between the emotional 
and the material, the evaluation of the material act according to the circumstances 
highlights the limits of the porosity of the boundaries between the material and the 
emotional.  
 
Similar to the experiences of close Chinese male friendships (Strickland 2010) 
and ritual friendships in India (Desai 2010) where the material and emotional are 
entangled in one’s constitution and expression of friendship, this section examines the 
extent to which the boundaries between the emotional and material are stretched in 
CFH’s expression of friendship. This is done through the examples of cooking in the 
field and the social significance of money. I have chosen the examples of cooking and 
money, because they are ubiquitous and often taken for granted aspects of social life.  
 
As elaborated earlier in the chapter, cosplayers often make props together at a 
friend’s house. During such sessions, one person would cook meals for everyone in 
the house. The food item that is most commonly cooked on such occasions is instant 
noodles. Instant noodles cost approximately SGD$2 to SGD$2.50 at the local 
supermarket for a packet of five. This is remarkably cheaper compared to buying 
economical rice at a nearby coffee shop (SGD$2 to SGD$5, depending on the 
ingredients one chooses) or purchasing fast food (e.g. a meal at McDonald’s costs 
SGD$5 to SGD$8). Though instant noodles are low in nutritional value, they work as 
a stopgap solution in situations where one wants a fast meal with minimal work. 
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Notably, it is always be the same person to do the cooking—Charles, who is working 
part-time to finance his polytechnic diploma, because his mother refuses to finance 
his studies.  
 
It is the weekend before AFA 2014. At Shana’s house, an assortment of 
scissors, paint, paintbrushes, penknives, super glue, and craft foam cover every inch 
of walking space of the living room. A mobile phone plays pop music to keep the 
mood up.  Sitting on the floor near me, Dart measures several pieces of foam and 
begins cutting them with his favorite pair of scissors. Five steps away, Shana uses a 
sponge to paint a white mannequin head black, staining her fingers black in the 
process. Squatting at the corridor outside, Ian takes a smoke break while he waits for 
the freshly painted pieces of foam to dry. Upon realizing that it is past 2 P.M., Dart 
breaks the silence to ask if I had eaten. I replied that I had, as it is past the lunch hour. 
He looks at the clock, and wonders aloud about Charles’ whereabouts. At this very 
moment, Charles walks in. Dart looks at him, and said “Just nice. Charles, your hands 
are the cleanest. Go and cook noodles for everyone”. Charles looks at him in 
disbelief, and exclaims that he had just arrived. Dart laughs, and repeats that Charles’ 
hands are the cleanest. Charles grudgingly concedes the point, asking the group for 
each of their noodle preferences. Ian enters at this moment to request for an egg with 
his noodles, and offers the pork collar in the fridge. Ian tries to help Charles by taking 
the orders in Malay, confusing everyone in the process and annoying Dart, who asks 
him to stop. Dart begins the whole process of taking orders from scratch.  
 
After sorting out the orders, Charles walks into the kitchen and helps himself 
to the available cooking utensils. He starts with cooking Dart’s noodles in a clean pot; 
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as Dart does not like the taste of egg in his noodles, and it is the simplest to cook. 
While waiting for Dart’s noodles to boil, Charles separates the egg yolk from the egg 
white for Shana’s noodles. Shana does not want the egg yolk, because she is on a diet. 
Upon realizing that Shana does not want her egg yolk, Ian who is beside me at this 
point in time, shouts into the kitchen, “Charles, add Shana’s egg yolk into my 
noodles!” Charles replies in a matter of fact tone, “I just threw it away”. Ian walks 
over to the kitchen sink and looks at the discarded egg yolk, “so wasted”. Charles 
rebuts, “It’s done. What do you want me to do? Get lost! You are blocking my way!” 
Charles nudges Ian to the side as he scrambles to switch off the fire. He pours the 
noodles into a bowl for Dart.  
 
In this situation, it makes practical sense for Charles to cook because his hands 
are the “cleanest” since he had not been working with art and craft supplies for the 
past few hours, unlike Dart, Shanna and Ian. The banter between Charles and Dart 
points to countless interactions in the past that have established Charles as the default 
cook. His decision to cook Dart’s noodles first is a natural development that arises 
from his decision to cater to individual taste and preference. In addition, his 
familiarity with Shana’s kitchen indicates that he cooks at Shana’s place on a regular 
basis. He is able to locate the ingredients, relevant pots, dishes, and utensils that he 
needs without asking anyone. Thus, the outcome of cooking for friends over several 
years is an established order of food preparation and a familiarity with Shana’s 
kitchen.  
 
Several years of interaction establish Charles as the de facto cook for instant 
noodles. On a separate occasion at a barbecue after Cosfest 2015, I inform him that I 
65		
could not eat barbecue food as I have a sore throat. He immediately went into the 
kitchen to look for a pot to cook instant noodles. Unable to locate a suitable pot, he 
sticks his head out of the kitchen and asks, “If I cut the noodle short, is it okay? Rice 
length short”. I said, “No”. He gives an audible sigh, and continues to search the 
unfamiliar kitchen of the chalet for a bigger pot to cook the noodles. A few minutes 
later, he checks with me for my preference of chewy or soft noodles. After a few 
minutes, he walks out with a steaming hot bowl of noodles and placed it on the table 
in front of me—a challenging task, as cramming it between bottles of drinks, plates of 
barbequed skewers of meat, a platter of sushi, home cooked mashed potatoes with 
bacon, utensils, and disposable plastic cups is no mean feat. I take one bite and 
compliment him on the taste and texture of the noodles. “It’s nothing. I didn’t do 
anything”, he brushes away my compliment as he returns to the kitchen to cook a 
second pot of noodles for a fellow sore throat sufferer, Anna.  
 
From both excerpts, there is an unspoken understanding that Charles is the 
designated person to cook instant noodles. Though he would grumble about being 
assigned to cook, he would willingly walk into the kitchen to cook instant noodles. In 
addition, the careful attention he pays to each person’s preferences for instant noodles 
(who wants their egg yolk removed, who likes their noodles springy and chewy, who 
likes their noodles soft, etc.) is an indicator of the amount of effort he places into 
cooking noodles. Though he downplays his efforts in cooking as “nothing”, this 
“nothing” means something to him and those he cooks for. Despite the trouble it is for 
him to remember and cater to every person’s individual tastes and preferences, its’ 
dismissal as “nothing” suggests that cooking food tailored to an individual’s taste and 
preference is something that one would do for friends. In not drawing attention to the 
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amount of effort he puts in, Charles indicates that it is one of the many insignificant 
gestures of goodwill and affection between friends. It is “nothing” because it is one of 
the many acts of friendship in a long list of repeated interactions with each other 
(Strickland 2010). Like xiongdi relations studied in Strickland’s ethnography (2010), 
to give thanks for an act of friendship is seen as overly formal and possibly rude, 
because there is no need for formalities among individuals who consider each other as 
close friends. Cooking is, therefore, a way of demonstrating affect and goodwill to 
another. Thus, the boundaries between the emotional and material in friendship are 
blurred as people express friendship by doing things for friends. It is via these actions 
that youths know who their friends are.  
 
Continuing on the theme of the use of material objects to express the 
emotional in friendships, I examine the medium of money in my respondent’s 
friendships in CFH. This section examines the extent to which the boundaries 
between emotional and material are porous and stretched by the use of material 
support in the form of money to express the emotional ties between friends.  
 
On a windy evening at the common space of a Housing Development Board 
(HDB) block in Eastern Singapore in the last quarter of the year, occasional murmurs 
of speech and soft laughter punctuate the solemnity of a wake for Dart’s grandmother. 
Several members of CFH are seated around a round wooden table with a white plastic 
sheet covering the top of it. Resting on the plastic sheet is a paper plate with candies, 
lotus seeds, peanuts, and a bundle of red strings. Dart places a few packets of drinks 
on the table. When his hands are free, he begins gesticulating as he narrates 
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yesterday's story of Jeffrey’s baijin, literally translated as white money given to 
express one's condolences (Singapore Federation of Chinese Clan Associations 2012), 
When Jeffrey threw down a $50 note, I thought that was for him and Emily. 
But, he still threw another $50 note. 
 
Mimicking Jeffrey’s gestures, he emphasizes that Jeffrey and his girlfriend, Emily, 
contributed $100. At this point in time, Jeffrey is drawing a low wage as a SPF 
trainee, and Emily had just completed her studies and is in the midst of looking for a 
job. In such circumstances, finances are tight. To give $100 as baijin voluntarily is 
perceived as a substantial financial sacrifice that Jeffrey makes on account of his 8 
years of friendship with Dart. Similar to how Tai Jiang evaluates Chen Zhong’s 
hosting of a meal (Strickland 2010:113), Dart evaluates Jeffrey’s act of generosity 
with reference to his current financial circumstances. Jeffrey’s act of generosity is 
extremely meaningful for Dart, because it is considered a sacrifice. This willingness 
to make a sacrifice is constitutive and indicative of friendship (ibid.). Sacrifice 
“upholds and enhances the gan qing or affect” between friends (ibid.). By evaluating 
a friend’s financial contribution to his grandmother’s wake with reference to their 
current financial situation, Dart knows who his friends are because of their support 
during difficult times, and who his close friends are because of their sacrifice. Baijin 
is therefore an example of the porous nature of the boundaries between the emotional 
and the material, as it is used to express one’s condolences to a friend while 
simultaneously displaying one’s regard for a friend. 
 
If monetary support is taken as an indicator of the type of friendship between 
two individuals, the choice to accept or refuse it is also an indicator of one’s valuation 
of the friendship. To accept or reject freely given monetary support from friends is a 
way for one to mark boundaries. This, therefore, illustrates the limits of monetary 
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support in demonstrating friendship. While monetary support is an indicator of 
emotional closeness between friends, it does not generate emotional closeness 
between friends (Strickland 2010). This is illustrated through two encounters Jody has 
with monetary assistance from friends.  
 
Money is an extremely limited resource for Jody, as her only source of income 
is pocket money from her mother. She feels extremely distressed when her mother 
threatens to cut her pocket money during a period when she needed the money for 
school. In March 2015, her mother refuses to give her pocket money on the grounds 
that she feels Jody is wasting money on cosplay. This becomes a source of conflict 
between Jody and her mother, as Jody needs the money to print her portfolio for her 
upcoming design showcase in April. This design showcase is part of her course 
requirements for graduation. Jody is, therefore, in a situation where she needed money 
but has no control over her finances. In such a situation, one would usually turn to 
friends for help (Strickland 2010). In mid-February 2015, Dart tries to give her 
SGD$50 for her to use for her final year project. She refuses to take it as she thought 
that Dart is giving it to her out of guilt. She explains that Dart feels bad for taking up 
her time in asking to cosplay with them, when she is busy with her final year project. 
She interprets Dart’s goodwill gesture as an attempt to make amends for imposing on 
her time. Despite being in a precarious financial situation, her interpretation of the 
social value of money and her values led her to reject Dart’s goodwill. Money, in this 
case, is perceived to be used instrumentally by Dart, as the leader of CFH, to make 
amends. This incident, therefore, illustrates that “material support alone does not 
generate intimacy” (Strickland 2010:112).   
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However, in another similar situation where Chrissie passed Jody some money 
for her final year project, money becomes one of the ways of enacting and 
demonstrating friendship (Strickland 2010:107). The week before Jody’s design 
showcase, her mother cut her pocket money. Upon hearing the news, Chrissie gives 
Jody SGD$50 to use for printing her portfolio. Chrissie also emphasizes that the 
money need not be returned immediately, and that it could wait till Jody finds full 
time employment. She accepts Chrissie’s generosity by bursting into tears. Money in 
this scenario becomes a way of enacting and demonstrating friendship, as money is 
given willing with no expected date of return for the purpose of helping a friend fulfill 
certain needs. The two separate instances of friends giving Jody money, therefore, 
illustrates that “acts of material support or generosity do not have a fixed intrinsic 
significance, but are evaluated by the circumstances in which they occur” (Strickland 
2010:113).  
 
Thus, Jeffrey’s generosity during Dart’s grandmother’s wake and Jody’s 
experience with receiving and rejecting money from two different friends illustrate 
that while the boundaries between emotional and material are porous and stretchy, 
there is a limit point at which the boundaries will be drawn even clearer. It is through 
material support that one demonstrates emotional support; but material support 
doesn’t translate to sentiment and goodwill (Strickland 2010:112).  
 
Returning to Jeffrey’s declaration at the beginning of this chapter, it is clear 
that friendships made through cosplay are extremely rewarding and satisfying. By 
drawing on existing literature on friendship, this chapter accounts for the importance 
of social relations in cosplay, and therefore develops an alternative account of social 
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relations in fan communities. Through specific objects and practices in cosplay, this 
section has examined how material objects and practices mediate the expression of 
emotions and intimacies crucial for friendship formation. Making props with friends 
provides a safe space for youths to engage with something that they find meaningful. 
This process is incredibly rewarding, as it provides a sense of validation that is not 
found in the confines of the school, work and/or family. The boundaries between the 
emotional and the material are porous and stretched in friendship formation as it is 
through specific objects and their associated bodily competencies that “become the 
bridges over and through which” cosplayers relate to and make sense of each other 
(Evans 2010:188). 
 
Though such friendships are deeply affective, they are expressed through 
material acts, such as cooking. Friends are more than people to have hang out with 
and have fun; friends also provide support for one’s tough times in life. Through the 
medium of money, this chapter explores the use of material means as a demonstration 
of the affective ties between friends and the limits of such expression. While money 
may be used to express the emotional relationship between two friends; it does not 
necessarily translate to affection and sentiment in a different friendship. Thus, the 
boundaries between the material expression and the emotional closeness of the 
friendship are constantly being stretched and re-defined, as the material means 
through which one builds and expresses friendships are always constantly valued and 
assessed in relation to the relationship and the accompanying context.  
 
By focusing on the emotional and material aspects of friendship and cosplay, 
this chapter has developed the theme of boundaries being porous, expanded, and 
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stretched in youths’ practice of cosplay. These friendships are so intimate and 
emotionally intense to the point that members of CFH liken the group to “ a family”. 
In the next chapter, I discuss the boundaries between kin and non-kin by unpacking 
the rhetoric of kinship in describing friendship. In examining one of the most 
fundamental divisions taken for granted in everyday life, I argue that the boundaries 
between kin and non-kin are porous, stretchable, and expandable in CFH’s practice of 




“CFH IS LIKE A FAMILY”: MODELLING FRIENDSHIP ON THE IDEALS OF 
KINSHIP 
As examined in the previous chapter, cosplay is utilized by youths to build 
friendships with each other. These friendships are meaningful and rewarding as they 
provide youths with much needed emotional and material support to weather the 
difficulties of life. It is, therefore, of no surprise to hear Jody declare, 
I always feel very happy with CFH. They really make me feel like I 
have an actual family.  
 
By comparing kinship with friendship, Jody articulates what friendship means for her. 
Jody is the youngest sibling of three siblings. Her parents are divorced, and she lives 
with her mother and two brothers in the northeastern part of Singapore. Her mother 
has tried starting a small business without much success. Her father is a full time taxi 
driver. Jody and her mother often come to conflict over the issue of father, as her 
mother goes to great lengths to prevent Jody from meeting him. Conversations 
between Jody and her father are also closely monitored. To circumvent this, Jody 
saves her father’s number under a different name and sporadically sends messages to 
her father. Her family, in this case, is a fractious space, which forms her background 
knowledge of how she interprets her interactions with various members of CFH and 
the time she spends with CFH. By contrasting her experiences with friendship and 
kinship, Jody idealizes friendship in relation to kinship. Friendship is seen as warm, 
nurturing and conflict free in relation to kinship as onerous and conflict fraught. 
  
Taking Jody’s cue into the use of kinship to speak of and about friendship, this 
chapter examines how CFH uses kinship as an idiom to express and articulate 
friendship. The use of the preposition “like” cues to the perceived similarities between 
CFH and the family as a kinship unit. More than just a figure of speech, the metaphor 
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is actualized in CFH’s insistence and practice of doing things together like how they 
perceive (and idealize) that a family would. This insistence and practice of doing 
things together allows CFH to create a social group where a familial environment is 
actively created and interpreted as stable, tight-knit, cohesive and inclusive. Notably, 
this positive interpretation of family simplifies and erases the complexities of the 
family as a social unit. However, CFH is not a literal family. They are not associated 
with sexuality, procreation, generation succession and the socialization of children 
(Murdock 1949, as cited in Brym & Lie 2007:438-439). The use of the preposition 
“like” illustrates my respondents’ awareness of CFH being a metaphorical family. In 
this instance, the term “family” is used diffusely to express CFH’s members’ 
perception of friendships in CFH as stable, tight-knit, cohesive and inclusive. 
Following my respondents’ cue, I understand and use “family” as a noun in its 
broadest definition to refer to a group of people related to one another and to be 
treated with a special loyalty or intimacy. This chapter, therefore, investigates how the 
boundaries between kin and non-kin are stretched, expanded and porous via CFH’s 
use of kinship as a metaphor for understanding, organizing and practicing friendship 
in a fan community characterized by rapid turnover in membership.  
  
Continuing the theme of porous, expandable and stretchable boundaries in 
CFH’s practice of cosplay, this chapter explores a fundamental boundary between 
kinship and friendship that people draw in everyday life. It has been established in 
contemporary anthropology that kinship and friendship are not mutually exclusive. 
Numerous existing studies acknowledge “the power of kinship as an idiom through 
which to express the power of all social relations considered to have binding 
qualities” (Bell and Coleman 1999:6). This is seen through Arsalis’ use of kinship as 
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an ideal by which friendship is measured (Obeid 2010) and the adoption of kinship 
terms in describing exceptionally close peer relations in China (Strickland 2010). 
These distinctions that people draw in their everyday life risk being masked in all-
encompassing general concepts, such as “relatedness” (Carsten 1995; 1997; 2000), as 
these general concepts are a further abstraction from people’s categories of social 
relations (Killick and Desai 2010:5; Santos 2010:39).  
  
 Obeid (2010) studies local understandings of friendship in the Lebanese town 
of Arsal, where “an ideology of patrilineal descent predominates” (p. 94) and where 
kin relations are favored over other social relations. Tracing socio-economic 
transformations in Arsal, Obeid (2010) argues that the population expansion, town 
expansion, the civil war in 1975, changes in livelihoods, and the emergence of new 
institutions have provided spaces for friendship to play a central role. Arsalis 
understand and speak of friendship in the language of choice, freedom, voluntarism, 
and self-governance as a contrast to kinship as obligation and fixity. Through the 
experiences of Ali and Zuhayr, two close friends who fought together in the 
Communist Party during the war, and Dunya, Sana and Hala, three friends who grew 
up together as neighbors, Obeid (2010) argues that friendship and kinship are 
governed by the same underlying sociality of ishra, the bonds of living together. 
Emphasizing the permanence and endurance of kinship, Obeid (2010) argues that 
even though friendship is idolized for its perceived freedom in Arsali society, kinship 
becomes the ideal by which friendships are measured against. Arsalis, therefore, use 
“kinship as a model for other relationships” (Obeid 2010:110). Arsalis’ use of kinship 
as a benchmark for friendship illustrates the porous nature of the boundaries between 
kin and non-kin and the limits of expanding the boundaries between kin and non-kin. 
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Friends cannot become kin in Arsalis’ cultural context, but only the most exemplary 
of friends can be like kin (Obeid 2010).  
 
 Strickland (2010) studies xiongdi relations in China, where xiongdi relations 
are defined as “the closest and most vital peer ties” (p. 104). Fictive brotherhood in 
China is an ancient practice and continues to enjoy moderate popularity in some areas 
(Strickland 2010:103-104). “Xiongdi” literally refers to brother. Even as young 
Chinese men use “the rhetoric of kinship in describing the ideals of closeness and 
trust in the xiongdi bond”, they classify their xiongdi as friends, not as family 
(Strickland 2010:104).  Despite the usefulness of analyzing xiongdi relations as fictive 
kinship, Strickland (2010) cautions that to do so would obscure features of the 
relationship and, therefore, advocates for analyzing it via the theoretical perspective 
of friendship.  
 
Most studies on friendship as expressed through kinship focus on close 
friendships between individuals; these friendships are marked as special from other 
types of friendships in their lives because they come close to embodying the qualities 
of kin relations as enduring and permanent. The sharing of weal and woe marks both 
xiongdi relations and Arsalis’ close friendships. In contrast to young Chinese males' 
exemplary peer relations (Strickland 2010) and Arsalis' close friendships (Obeid 
2010), this section studies a range of friendships between individuals in CFH. For 
some individuals, their closest friends are not in CFH nor in Singapore's cosplay 
community. For some, their closest and most enduring friends are in CFH. In spite of 
such discrepancy and variances in the quality and closeness of friendships in CFH, the 
metaphor of family is employed to describe the group. Adopting Weber’s verstehen 
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approach (1949), I retain the categories of friendship and kinship that my respondents 
use in expressing and understanding social relations, and argue that my respondents’ 
interpretation of the friendships in CFH to be like kin blurs the boundaries between 
kin and non-kin.  
 
Beyond mere talk, the metaphor is interpreted as doing things together in 
cosplay and non-cosplay setting. By stubbornly insisting on doing things together, my 
respondents create and perpetuate an idealized image of the group as family, where 
“nobody gets left behind or forgotten” (Sanders and DeBlois 2002).  In doing so, the 
group indicates their hopes of their friendships mimicking the inclusiveness, 
permanence and endurance of kinship ties. Thus, it is by drawing on the trope of 
family that the members of CFH articulate their ideals and hopes for friendship and 
confusedly imagine each other to be like kin. In doing so, they highlight the porous 
nature of the boundaries between kin and non-kin. But, such imagination has its 
limits. For all involved, there is an extreme sense of disappointment and 
disillusionment if and when CFH fails to live up to their ideals, and conversely, a 
heightened sense of ecstasy when it does. The disillusionment experienced when CFH 
fails to live up to the rhetoric of kinship as inclusivity, loyalty, trust, intimacy, 
permanence and endurance lay stark the boundaries between kin and non-kin.  
 
Insistence and practice of doing things together “like a family” 
 CFH’s insistence and practice of doing things together creates their ideals of 
kinship as inclusive and cohesive. Drawing on observations of CFH’s pre-convention 
preparation and experience at AFA 2014, and a Christmas dinner in 2015 December, I 
examine activities with friends are organized to articulate the ideals of kinship. It is 
77		
this deliberate reiteration of their constructed ideals of kinship as inclusive and 
cohesive via specific actions that sustains the image of CFH as a family. This section, 
therefore, argues that the boundaries between kin and non-kin are porous, as 
friendship is expressed through the idiom of kinship.  
 
It is a deceptively quiet Saturday morning, as I step into Shana’s home. Shana 
is the single child of two working parents. She works full time as a receptionist at a 
tuition center in her neighborhood. She spends her off days gaming and cosplaying 
with her partner, Dart. Beyond the calm exterior of corridor leading to Shana’s home, 
the inside of the house is packed with people. There is a concentrated silence as 
several individuals are in various stages of preparing their cosplay for the day’s event, 
AFA. To bring a fictional character to life for cosplay, a cosplayer needs to use 
makeup, contact lens, wig, costumes, and props. Shana and Dart are doing makeup in 
her room, while the rest of the team spread out in the living room. Though it is bright 
outside, the lights are switched on as it is too dim to do makeup indoors. Emilia, a 
soon-to-be bride in her late twenties who works full time at a research company, helps 
Ian, a disgruntled technician in his mid twenties, with his makeup application. Much 
to her annoyance, Ian’s hidden double eyelid “eats” the eyeliner that she drew 
whenever he opens his eyes. Feeling exasperated, she draws an extremely thick bold 
black line on his eyelids. Nearby, her younger unemployed sister, Debbie, holds a 
portable fan facing in the direction of Ian’s face, as it is quite stuffy in the 
overcrowded living room. She remarks that she does not know how to do makeup, 
and therefore tries to make herself useful by holding a fan. Jody adjusts her wig in 
front of the mirror in the living room. Laura, a full time visual merchandiser, politely 
asks Jody if they could share the mirror. Upon realizing that my breakfast is missing, 
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Charles walks around the house asking in Mandarin, “who ate Kai Lin’s breakfast?” 
After five minutes of walking around the hall, Charles resigns himself to accepting 
that the breakfast-eating culprit would remain unknown. Arthur, a 20-year old second 
year Polytechnic student studying Marine and Offshore Technology, walks around the 
house asking people if they need help. In a corner of the hall, Anthony puts the 
finishing touches on a freshly painted prop. He then proceeds to struggle with wearing 
a wig cap on his own, as he patiently waits for someone to help with his makeup. 
  
Within this short excerpt of various members of CFH preparing for a 
convention, AFA, there is a sense of chaotic calm in Shana’s house. All individuals 
know what they have to do and are focused on it, but it is also chaotic as things, such 
as one’s breakfast, go missing. Far from being an individualistic act, this excerpt 
illustrates that cosplay requires coordinated group effort, as one would need the co-
operation and help of others in preparing a cosplay. By adhering to a practice of 
actively helping each other, the group ensures that the less skilled members are not 
left out. The practice of helping friends to prepare for the event therefore constructs 
and reaffirms CFH’s understanding of “family” as inclusive sphere where “family 
means nobody gets left behind or forgotten” (Sanders and DeBlois 2002). Thus, 
CFH’s practice of working together as a team to prepare to cosplay at a convention 
stretches the boundaries of kinship and illustrates the porous nature of the boundaries 
between kin and non-kin, as an ideal of kinship as inclusive is used to structure and 
understand their practice of friendship.  
 
With a green cape trailing behind him, Dart walks out of Shana’s room and 
does a quick head count of the team. He reminds everyone to be ready by 10.00 a.m. 
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as the chartered bus is due to arrive in half an hour. He also nags about not leaving a 
mess. There is a flurry of activity as everyone checks that they have everything that 
they would need for the convention. Shana’s father reminds Dart about the bus’ 
timing. Various individuals slowly make their way down to the car park to wait for 
the chartered bus. The bus arrives right on time. Dart does a final headcount, as the 
various individuals board the bus one by one. After 20 minutes, the bus arrives at the 
drop off point of Suntec Singapore Convention and Exhibition Centre. AFA, the 
largest anime convention in the region of Southeast Asia (SOZO Pte Ltd 2014), is 
officially held on level four of Suntec Singapore Convention and Exhibition Centre. 
Event attendees spill over onto the carpeted hallways of level three. AFA is typically 
held over a weekend in November or December. Some of its notable features are a 
ticketed Japanese pop concert after the exhibition hours, a maid café, and various 
local artistes and licensed merchandisers booth exhibitors. The convention halls of 
level four have a stipulated opening time of 9 A.M. and closing time of 6 P.M. The 
concert would start in the evening from 6 P.M. to 9 P.M., after the closure of the main 
convention area.  
 
Similar to the experiences of cosplayers at DragonCon studied by Hale (2014), 
the experience of AFA is a somatic one that engages all of one’s senses. It is an 
overwhelming experience to navigate through the crowd of 90,000 (Sozo Pte Ltd 
2015). Cutting a path across the crowd is no easy feat. One could not walk in a 
straight line, but rather has to zig zag through the crowd, and simultaneously keep an 
eye out for a stray prop blocking the way, or the trailing train of a costume that could 
trip up the unwary. The difficulty of navigating the convention grounds compounds if 
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one is in costume and in a group that has decided to stay together for the entire 
duration of the convention.  
 
Walking with my respondents in cosplay is excruciatingly slow for multiple 
reasons. First, their costumes hinder their mobility, with some of them unable to move 
except by slowly shuffling their feet. Second, they have to move slowly and carefully 
through the crowd in order to ensure that no one accidentally damages their props. 
Third, photographers and fans of the series would constantly stop them for photos. 
Last but not least, they are insistent on moving together as a team. This insistence on 
moving together as a team is an interpretation of the ideal of family as cohesive. To 
ensure that nobody is left behind, they have devised a series of strategies to be able to 
walk together in a single file in the crowded walkways of Suntec Singapore 
Convention and Exhibition Centre. They would match their pace to the slowest 
walker. Those with lighter props are distributed throughout the line and would 
constantly hold their prop up high, so that the people in front of them could check 
behind to see if anyone is left behind, while those behind them could see the team 
members in front and follow them. In addition, the team in costume would have a few 
chaperones scattered along the human line to direct crowd flow, and to help with any 
contingencies, such as a stranger walking into a prop and smashing it by accident. 
Arthur and I are assigned to walk next to the costumed team members in the middle 
of the line. Arthur holds a plastic box that is filled with “first aid” items for props, 
such as super glue, scissors and tape, on the off chance that a prop would be damaged. 
The plastic box also holds the mobile phones of everyone in costume, as their 
costumes has no pockets for them to store their phones. The dependency on 
chaperones during the event also encourages the team to stay and move together. 
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Beyond mere practical necessity, the practice and insistence on staying together in the 
crowded walkways of AFA, therefore, create the perception of CFH as a cohesive 
social group to outsiders and group members. CFH’s framing of the practical 
necessity of staying together as a deliberate and conscious choice stands out in stark 
contrast to other similarly big groups of cosplayers that I have observed at event halls. 
Other big groups of cosplayers would usually disperse to enjoy the event on their 
own, and only meet up at the start or end of the day for a group photograph. In 
contrast to this type of event movement that prioritizes an individual’s mobility in a 
crowded place, CFH insists on moving together as a group. Beyond mere practical 
necessity, this insistence and practice serve as a re-iteration of CFH’s ideals of family 
as cohesive in practice. This, therefore, illustrates the porosity of the boundaries 
between kin and non-kin as the boundaries of kinship are stretched in CFH’s practice 
of cosplaying with friends.  
 
Beyond reproducing the ideals of kinship as inclusive and cohesive through 
CFH’s practice of preparing for cosplay together and staying together on the event 
ground, these ideals are reproduced in the group’s practice of choosing locations for 
dinner. Similarly, both Obeid (2010) and Strickland (2010) note the importance of 
commensality for friendships. Obeid (2010) studies the importance of commensality 
in building social relations in Arsal. The practice of offering and sharing food 
removes barriers between people (Obeid 2010:105). When food is shared, “a bond is 
created and, with it, various mutual expectations” (ibid.). Strickland (2010) observes 
that meals shared between xiongdi form one interaction within a long history of others 
where xiongdi demonstrate and prove their “unconstrained, mutual support of one 
another, their communal interest, and their open-ended reciprocity” (p. 112). Food, 
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therefore, becomes a way to mark boundaries, and indicate solidarity (Kong and 
Sinha 2015:6–7). Both Obeid’s (2010) and Strickland’s (2010) ethnographies 
illustrate that the practices surrounding food is a way to understand yourself, and your 
relation to others (Kong and Sinha 2015:6–7). Using commensality as an entry point 
(ibid.), this section examines CFH’s practice and insistence of “budget” dining 
establishments as a way for them to articulate an ideal of kinship as inclusive in their 
dinner practices. 
 
Dinner is always a rowdy affair, with jokes and stories shared amongst 
members of the group. Dinners with the group usually take place after cosplay events, 
cosplay photo shoots, and on special occasions such as birthday celebrations or 
festivities like New Year’s Eve. Dinner usually takes place in a public dining 
establishment. Though every dinner is different in terms of food and the exact 
contents of the conversation, the careful and deliberate consideration of the 
affordability of the dinner location remains a constant. By carefully studying the 
group’s practice of using “budget” as a criteria for choice of dinner location, I argue 
that meals become a site where the boundaries of kin and non-kin are stretched, as the 
ideal of kinship as inclusive is used in planning meals with friends. 
 
Lowering her voice to a soft whisper, Anna, a recently married 27-year-old 
female working full time in marketing communications in a Japanese multinational 
company dealing with electronics, leans towards me, “dinner is always a headache. 
CFH always want budget”. I nod my head and give an audible sigh. The group has 
decided to meet up on the last day of 2015 to count down to 2016. On New Year 
Eve’s at dinner hour in Orchard, every dining establishment is crowded with patrons. 
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Even without CFH’s requirement of “budget”, it is a “headache” to find a place that 
would be able to accommodate the large group of 17, particularly on a festive 
occasion. In addition, the group’s requirement of “budget” limits the choice of dining 
establishments in Orchard, a tourist attraction known for high end fashion shopping, 
upmarket restaurants, coffee chains, cafés, nightclubs and hotels.  
 
This insistent emphasis on “budget” is not to be simply interpreted as being 
penny pinching. Instead, it is a conscious and deliberate choice to manage the 
unevenness of social-economic statuses between various group members to ensure 
that dinner is an inclusive affair. Seen in this light, “budget” is interpreted as 
affordable for everyone in the group. As the group’s members’ occupations ranges 
from students, entry-level work, white-collar jobs and some being unemployed, the 
amount of disposable income amongst them varies greatly. In addition, cosplay itself 
is sometimes an expensive hobby. By taking the disparities in financial wellbeing and 
the financial cost of cosplay into consideration, CFH ensures that the amount of 
disposable income one has does not hinder or obstruct one from joining the group for 
dinner, if one wishes to. Such consideration on the part of the group eliminates the 
sense of shame and/or embarrassment that a person could feel at openly admitting that 
they are not able to afford dinner as it is beyond their means. Economic differences 
between members are thus hidden, albeit temporarily. By catering to the lowest 
common denominator, everyone is included at the dining table. This is an action 
guided by CFH’s understanding of family as inclusive. By choosing “budget” dining 
establishments for dinners with friends, CFH demonstrates a skillful negotiation of 
the disparity in economic circumstances between members to produce and affirm the 
interpretation of CFH as an inclusive familial space. CFH’s specific practice of 
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choosing “budget” dining establishments, therefore, illustrates the porous nature of 
the boundaries between kin and non kin, as an ideal of kinship as inclusive is used to 
frame one’s practice of having meals with friends.  
 
But, CFH is not a family: the disjuncture between ideals and reality 
However, the idealized image of CFH as a family glosses over the reality of 
the group’s dynamics, the diversity in quality of friendships, the group as a potential 
site of conflict and unmet expectations, the existence of fractured friendships between 
several group members and the fragile nature of the group’s existence. This reality 
stands in stark contrast to the ideals of kinship as cohesive, inclusive and stable that 
CFH hopes and desires the group to be.  
 
CFH as a potential site of conflict and unmet expectations, the existence of 
fractured friendships between several group members and the fragile nature of the 
group’s existence could be seen from the failure of the group to execute Dynasty 
Warriors 7 plan in July as planned. The sense of ecstasy that Jeffrey feels (as 
discussed earlier) serves as a glaring contrast to the sense of disappointment and 
bitterness he experienced in July. The plan fell apart, as several members could not 
complete their costume and props on time. I remember being struck by the somber 
mood that pervaded the chalet, as I walked in to help out with makeup. Ian informs 
me in a disappointed and resigned tone that they are not going to do it today. Jeffrey 
shakes his head and mutters, “today not cosplaying”, as he walks aimlessly around the 
chalet. The incident represents a failure of the team, as it reveals the tensions and 
conflicts within the group. This failure also exposes the fragile nature of the group, 
and the amount of time, energy and effort that is needed to ensure things work. 
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Different people have different levels of commitment to seeing each project through 
to completion. The disappointment experienced by members of CFH is the outcome 
of individuals failing to put aside their own individual needs and desires for a 
common goal. It exposes the gap between an idealized perception of the group as a 
cohesive team that is described as a family and the reality of its individual members’ 
divisive differences. With this failure in mind, I turn my attention to the use of the 
idiom of kinship in managing the differences in commitment to the group. More than 
just a figure of speech, the idiom of kinship organizes friendships and its 
accompanying obligations to ensure the continued existence of CFH.  
 
By using kinship as an idiom to organize the social relations and its 
accompanying obligations to the group, the different degrees of inclusion and 
exclusion in the group is masked by the phrase “CFH is like a family”. Members’ 
preconceived notions of family as inclusive and affable serves as an interaction frame 
for individuals in the group. Within this general frame of reference, various members 
of the group interpret the metaphor of family differently in accordance to their 
position in the group. To understand the social relations of varying degrees of 
inclusion and exclusion in CFH, I propose a core to periphery scale—inner core, outer 
core, semi periphery, and periphery—to interpret the various social relations and 
positions in the field. The further away one is from the individuals classified as “inner 
core”, the lesser one knows and the lesser obligations one has to fulfill in order to 
belong to the group. For some, such as Yvette and Anne, the phrase is interpreted to 
refer to affable interactions and the warm intimacy of a family; while for others, like 
Dart and Anthony, the phrase is taken very seriously and perhaps to the extreme as 
they sacrifice their own time, effort and energy to ensure that this social group does 
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not dissolve. The metaphor, therefore, manages the uneven yokes of obligations on 
various individuals and glosses over the individual disparities in commitment to the 
group; where “family” is interpreted and reproduced superficially to refer to a warm 
intimate environment where interactions are affable. This interpretation stands in stark 
contrast to the reality of the fractious nature of social relations in CFH due to existing 
differences in age, commitment to the group, education, gender, occupation, and 
social-economic status. In scrutinizing the interpretation and lived reality of the 
metaphor of family, I elucidate the disjuncture between the reality of differences that 
could cause conflict among friends and the ideals of kinship. In using the rhetoric of 
kinship to organize friendships in CFH, my respondents hope and desire their 
friendships to embody the ideals of kinship as stable, warm, inclusive, cohesive and 
harmonious. The rhetoric of kinship thus serves an instrumental and pragmatic role of 
governing social relations between members by masking the different degrees of 
inclusion and exclusion, and thereby ensuring the continuity of the group and its 
perceived image of a stable, harmonious and tight-knitted group of friends. 
 
The periphery compromises of people who hang out regularly with CFH, but 
are not considered as one of the members of CFH. These people include 
photographers that collaborate with CFH regularly in the production of cosplay 
photographs, such as Vance, a 28-year-old engineer, and Jay, a 31-year-old 
Information Technology specialist, and partners of individual CFH members such as 
Arthur’s girlfriend, Grace, a 24-year-old studying animation at a private arts 
educational institution, and Kathy’s boyfriend, Andy, a 29-year-old programmer. 
They would often be invited to parties and outings, unless otherwise specified by 
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Dart. As such, the “boundaries formed against those who cannot belong, can be quite 
fluid and open, or otherwise they can be ruthlessly defended” (Evans 2010:180).  
 
One such instance of boundaries being “ruthlessly defended” (ibid) is a dinner 
after STGCC 2015. As it is common to see cosplayers and photographers enjoying 
dinner together after a convention, Vance assumed that he would be welcome as part 
of the group since he had been tagging along with several CFH members around the 
convention. However, as Dart wants to hold a meeting after dinner, he declared that 
night’s dinner would be exclusive to CFH members. He then had to step in and 
explain to Vance that he would not be allowed to join the group for dinner, laying 
bare the line between “family” and “outsider”, to some embarrassment between 
Vance and him. Such overt exclusion on certain occasions reveal the exclusionary 
nature embedded within the phrase “CFH is like a family”. Thus, over the course of 
various actions in daily life, such as when members assert their affiliations to the 
group on social media or are included in the group’s dinner plans, boundaries between 
a CFH member and non-member are drawn. Despite the group’s inclusive 
interpretation of “CFH is like a family”, to assert a collective identity as a family is to 
ironically construct and draw boundaries between friends who they considered as part 
of the CFH family and those who do not belong.  
 
With the exception of such overt exclusion, members of CFH would treat 
people in the periphery warmly, as if they are distant family members. The people in 
the periphery would often describe CFH as “friendly” and “welcoming”. Such 
friendliness is demonstrated and enacted vis-à-vis conversations about everything and 
nothing. Such conversations would often engage with the immediate matter at hand; 
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for example, conversations at barbecues would revolve around food preparation and 
cooking. Vance would always volunteer to cook at CFH’s barbecues, and would 
explain it to anyone who asks that it is his “sole purpose to eat”. Such a response 
would usually evoke laughter and compliments on the cooking. Vance’s response 
reveals an adaptation of his demeanor in accordance to the friendly manner he is 
engaged in by various members of CFH. In such instances, the boundaries between 
those who belong and those who do not are “fluid and open” (Evans 2010:180). 
 
The semi periphery refers to members of CFH who do not spend as much time 
with CFH as the outer and inner core members due to their personal circumstances, 
and do not have an in-depth knowledge of the group dynamics that people in the outer 
and inner core possess. At least half of the members of CFH belong in this category. 
They would be invited to every group outing, and be involved with the annual cosplay 
project, such as Dynasty Warrior 7 discussed earlier in the chapter, if they wished to.  
 
A typical CFH member in the semi periphery would be Yvette. Busy with her 
new job as a civil servant and life, she admits to not spending a lot of time with CFH:  
I don’t really know much about everyone’s lives. It’s just on a need-to-
know basis. But it’s good to meet up once in a while, catch up with one 
another, and just to have fun.  
 
By operating on a “need to know basis”, Yvette knows only what is necessary for her 
to “have fun” in the group. She admits to me in private that she is not aware of the 
group’s recruitment policy, and how CFH is formed; neither does she wish to know. 
This superficial interpretation of “family” as a warm and affable environment is 




Other examples of such individuals are Trent, who is currently pursuing a 
medical degree overseas, and May, who migrated to Australia due to her mother’s 
marriage, and Joseph, currently busy settling into his new job at Changi Airport. In 
my 12 months of participant observation with CFH, there are several individuals that 
belong in this category of semi periphery, such as Lancelot and Hans, who I have not 
had the opportunity to meet.  
 
These individuals are constantly kept in the loop of the group’s activities, and 
are always invited and welcomed if their schedule and other commitments permit. 
The inclusive gesture of inviting these individuals to outings, despite the extremely 
high rejection rate, is guided by the interpretation of family as inclusive. When such 
individuals do turn up, conversations would often revolve around their wellbeing and 
current situation. They would often be asked generic questions related to their 
situation, such as “how are your studies” for Trent, and “how is life in Australia” for 
May. In addition, several members of the group, such as Cain, would make the extra 
effort of keeping tabs on them via their social media posts. Their social media 
postings are also often used as a way to open conversation after a long period of 
absence. In this manner, affable conversations are easily conducted and serve to 
explain the long periods of absence from the group’s outings. These affable 
conversations mimic the warm intimacy of a family while bringing the phrase “CFH 
is like a family” to life.  
 
Notably, members in the semi-core would be exempted from having to go the 
extra mile in ensuring the group’s continuity.  Should they require the help of any 
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CFH’s members, help would be forthcoming. This understanding is reflected in 
Anne’s reflections on social media after attending a convention in 2015, 
I woke up and thought to myself. I’m really thankful to this bunch of 
guys. Even though we don’t hang out as much, even though I don’t 
even join most of your cosplay plans. I know when I’m in trouble I can 
look for you guys and you guys would definitely help. I felt really 
touched when you guys went to look for me on Sunday for a group 
photo even though I’m not even in your team. 
Especially those who’ve been with me since years ago and have helped 
me numerous times. Dart, Shana, Chrissie, Cain, Ian, Emily, Jeffrey, 
May, Angel, Janice. And all other CFH members.  
 
In her personal reflections, Anne, who is currently studying animation at a local 
university, admits to not spending as much time with CFH as other members do, and 
feels grateful for the availability of help that would be rendered if she needs it. The 
thoughtful yet deceptively simple act of looking for Anne in a crowded convention 
hall is guided by the interpretation of family as inclusive. Seen through the 
experiences of Yvette, Anne, May and Trent, the metaphor of family is interpreted 
and experienced as a way to frame, guide and understand one’s interactions with 
friends in CFH as affable and possessing the inclusive warmth of a family. While 
these individuals do not see the friends in CFH as kin, the convenient use of the 
metaphor of family as a frame of interaction benefits them.  
 
In contrast to members in the periphery, members in the outer core play a 
greater role in the social life of CFH. These members play various roles in ensuring 
the continuity of the group. They defer from the inner core members in one aspect; 
the demand on their time, energy, and effort in perpetuating the group’s collective 
existence is less intensive than that of inner core members. Four individuals fall into 
this category—Harry, Jeanette, Jody, and Kathy. Harry, Jeanette, and Jody are mainly 
tasked with organizing social gatherings for the group, such as a birthday celebration 
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every two months and outings to watch movies. Kathy is tasked with the 
responsibility of managing the group’s funds. She collects money from all individuals 
in the group to pay for any expenditure incurred on the group’s behalf, take for 
instance birthday cakes and chalet bookings. These administrative tasks are often 
thankless but necessary jobs to ensure the perpetuation of the group’s collective 
existence. In the words of Jody,  
Yes, it’s troublesome to co-ordinate outings. Cause sometimes, Person 
A will say, “I won’t go if Person B is there”. It can be difficult. But I 
don’t mind, because CFH makes me feel like I have a real family.   
 
The presence of personality conflicts in the group and the sheer diversity of schedules 
make coordinating outings an administrative nightmare for Henry, Jeanette and Jody. 
Yet, it is the generalized warm intimacy of a family that motivates Jody to deal with 
the administrative hassle of organizing outings. The rhetoric of kinship, therefore, 
becomes the justification for outer core members, like Jody, to volunteer their time 
and effort in ensuring the continued existence of CFH. Perversely, it is by shouldering 
the disproportionate burden of handling administrative tasks that outer core members 
reproduce the warm intimacy of a family that is experienced by individuals located in 
the semi-periphery and periphery.  
 
The inner core members are responsible for the continued day-to-day 
existence of the group. It compromises of Dart (the leader of the group), Cain (the 
second in charge), and several individuals who are close to Dart. They actively watch 
for any threats to the group’s existence, screen new members for the group, mitigate 
personality conflicts between existing members, direct the yearly group project, and 
sacrifice their time and energy to execute the yearly group project. Members of the 
inner core, therefore, bear the disproportionate cost of ensuring that things work in 
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CFH. Doing things together “like a family” has a cost. The ideal is an even 
distribution of the work that is to be done; in reality, the burden of getting things done 
falls disproportionately on a few individuals. Some people end up doing more than 
others; the load is not spread evenly.  
 
The disproportionate shouldering of responsibility to execute a yearly group 
project is exemplified in Anthony’s recollection of a specific project whereby no one 
came down to help: 
Like that time, I got one-week break. I was first to reach, last to leave. 
Then, a lot of the members didn’t really turn up to help.  
 
The responsibility of ensuring props is completed falls disproportionately on several 
individuals. As described by Anthony, “a lot of the members didn’t really turn up to 
help”. By being the “first to reach” and “last to leave”, Anthony renders help 
willingly without expectation of any immediate returns. As some willingly shoulder 
the responsibility of ensuring the success of a project, the ideals of kinship as 
inclusive and cohesive become the reason for some to sacrifice their time and effort in 
picking up the extra work needed to ensure a project succeeds. As a guide for 
behavior, the metaphor of family ensures that the benefits of belonging to a social 
group are shared by all. But, Anthony’s experiences illustrate that the costs are not 
shared by all. As counterintuitive as it sounds, this system rewards those who do the 
least, and punishes those who do the most. The phrase, “CFH is like a family”, 
functions as a catch-22 scenario for members in the outer and inner core. For those in 
the core group, the phrase is a source of stress as they go the extra mile to ensure that 
the group continues. The phrase serves as justification for them to sacrifice their time, 
energy, and effort to uphold the idealized image of the group as a family; but this 
idealized image of CFH as a warm and affable environment is only realized through 
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their efforts. Contrary to this idealized image of CFH as a warm and affable 
environment, the environment in CFH is abusive, dysfunctional, stressful and tiring 
for members in the inner and outer core when the occasion demands that they do more 
to uphold the idealized image of CFH. 
 
Thus, kinship as an organizing principle for the friendships in CFH and its 
accompanying obligations masks the complexities and contradictions inherent in the 
work needed to ensure the continuity of the group. In using the idiom of kinship to 
mask the complexities, tensions and unfairness inherent in the group’s dynamics, 
CFH deliberately cultivate the superficial impression of CFH being a warm, intimate 
and safe social space. “Superficial” is used to describe that the fact that an average 
member in the semi-periphery category, such as Anne, May, Trent and Yvette, 
understands about the group is on the surface; one is unaware of the complex 
processes beneath the surface that are necessary for the perpetuation of the group. The 
word “family” serves as a fond way to think of one another, while glossing over the 
work that a few in the core group undertake to ensure the perpetuation of CFH. 
“Superficial” is also picked as an adjective to describe the engagement of the 
individual within the group as being restricted to solely cosplay-related activities and 
the occasional group outing.  
 
The superficial interpretation of the metaphor of family obscures the fractious 
nature of social relations in the group and the obligations of belonging to a social 
group. To carry out a yearly project (such as Dynasty Warriors 7 discussed earlier) 
commitment, teamwork, and cooperation from all group members are necessary. Such 
teamwork and cooperation is described as “one for all, all for one” by Cain, a full 
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time civil servant, during the annual group meeting in 2015. The phrase “one for all, 
all for one” points to the importance of teamwork, as the success of a yearly project is 
dependent on each and every member cooperating to fulfill a common goal. The 
second half of the phrase, “all for one”, points to the reality of the disproportionate 
distribution of work between individuals, with the burden falling more on those in the 
core than those in the semi-periphery. Such disparities are masked by the metaphor of 
family to create the impression of the social environment in CFH as an affable, 
inclusive, cohesive and stable one.  
  
 Returning to Murdock’s (1949, as cited in Brym & Lie 2007:438-439) and 
Ministry of Social and Family Development’s (2014) definition of the roles of the 
family, CFH is not a literal family. It is impossible for them to be a family, as they are 
not concerned with sexuality, procreation, generation succession, and the socialization 
of children. The closest to family that they come to is the impression of the social 
space in CFH based on their ideals of kinship as stable, enduring, permanent, 
cohesive and inclusive. The reality, where CFH is not kin and can only be like kin, is 
captured in the ubiquitous phrase “CFH is like a family”. Though the boundaries 
between kin and non-kin are porous, they are not dissolved in CFH’s practice of using 
kinship as an ideal to base their practice of friendship on. Following Strickland’s cue 
to focus on friendship (2010), my data shows that CFH’s nuanced use of the idiom of 
kinship to express friendship stretches the boundaries between kin and non-kin. By 
retaining the analytic distinction between kinship and friendship, it allows us “to 
make sense of the differentiations that real people make between different kinds of 
relations and their varying degrees of importance, volatility and instrumentality” 
(Santos 2010:39).    
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CONCLUSION 
It is 11th July 2015, the first day of a local two-day cosplay convention, 
Cosfest XIV, held at Downtown East D’Marquee in the Eastern part of Singapore. 
After a day of cosplaying, various costumes and props of fictional characters from 
various games, comics, and animation are scattered around the premises of an Aloha 
Loyang chalet. Night has fallen, bringing with it much needed relief from the 
sweltering heat of the afternoon sun. Street lamps slowly twinkle, bathing everything 
in a yellow fluorescent light. The smell of barbecue smoke and meat wafts in the air. 
General conversation and laughter could be heard from the living room of the chalet. 
Dart, dressed in a well worn t-shirt and shorts with faded paint stains, walks around 
the compound and personally informs all 32 members that the annual meeting will be 
held in 15 minutes in room three. Carrying their own plates of hot barbecued food 
and/or cups of drinks, various members make their way into the assigned room for the 
meeting. Cain gently reminds everyone to be careful with their food and drink so as to 
avoid dirtying the place. Dart does a quick attendance check, and begins the meeting 
by asking, “What’s one good and bad thing about CFH?” Sitting in a circle, individual 
members take turns to give their answers. Being the last to go, Dart muses, “honestly, 
I don’t know how we do it—5 years?” Charles quips in his hoarse voice, “talk cock, 
sing song”. Laughter breaks out at the aptness and cheekiness of his reply, for “talk 
cock, sing song” is a colloquial phrase that describes time spent with friends engaging 
in casual conversation and hanging out.  
 
To “talk cock, sing song” is one of the “many small actions, exchanges, friendships, 
and enmities that people themselves create in their everyday lives” (Carsten 1997:23). 
It is these daily talk, actions, exchanges, and friendships of the members of CFH that I 
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have subjected to analysis in this thesis. By adopting Weber’s verstehen approach 
(1949) in generating and analyzing data, this thesis has plugged an empirical and 
theoretical gap in fan studies by drawing on anthropology of friendship to account for 
the importance of affection and social relations in the individual fan’s experience. 
Retaining the core characteristic of cosplay as playing with boundaries between 
fiction and reality, I explore the expandable, stretchable and porous nature of 
boundaries between commercial and non-commercial, emotional and material, and 
kin and non-kin in my respondents’ practice of cosplay as a platform to form deeply 
affective and meaningful relationships with like-minded peers.  
 
Going beyond the tendency to portray fan practice as esoteric, acontextual and 
timeless, I argue in the introduction that fan practices are embedded in socio-
economic realities, and are historically specific. Cosplay is argued to be a coping 
mechanism that arose as a way for youths to cope with the pressures of the institution 
of family and education. In addition, certain structural pre-conditions, such as  the 
development of communication technologies, popularity of Japanese popular culture 
and the affluence of Singapore, made cosplay a popular and viable avenue for youths 
to relieve stress and express themselves. Though cosplay functions (or is described by 
youths) as instrumental stress relief, the rebranding of cosplay as a hallmark of the 
vibrancy of youth and a wholesome family activity by the state and firm friendships 
and marriages between cosplayers indicate that there is more at stake. Taking my cue 
from the state’s positioning of cosplay as a wholesome family bonding activity and 
my respondents’ insistence on the importance of friendship for cosplay, I examine the 
social aspect of cosplay in this thesis.  
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Building on existing studies of fan activities, the second chapter discusses 
boundaries between commercial and non-commercial in the practice cosplay by 
focusing on the interpretation that cosplayers give to their actions. Grounding the 
theoretical divisions of commercial and non-commercial in the empirical context of 
Singapore, this chapter provides an in-depth description of the cosplay scene in 
Singapore. Far from being an esoteric form of consumption, being a fan is a common 
way of consuming popular culture today. Through a conceptualization of cosplay as 
fan activity, I examine the porous, expandable and stretchable boundaries between 
commercial and non-commercial. I elucidate the tensions between commercial and 
non-commercial logics present in the practice of cosplay as a derivative fan practice 
that requires recognition of the original source material and sharing of cosplay 
photographs within the community. In addition, I explore the expansion of the 
boundaries of the commercial to co-opt cosplay as the market sought cosplayers as 
consumers. This commercialization of the hobby is prevalent at multiple levels, from 
the individual cosplayer selling his or her skills on Carousell to businesses selling 
cosplay specific items to the creation of cosplay idols by event organizers. In spite of 
the current commercialized nature of cosplay, youths in Singapore utilize cosplay as a 
platform to make friends with like-minded people.  
 
Acknowledging the inadequacy of existing theorization on relations within the 
fan community, the third chapter utilized existing literature on friendship as an 
alternative account of fan relations. This chapter explores what it means for people  
who cosplay to be friends via an examination of the material and emotional aspects of 
friendship. Drawing attention to the specifics of the activity of cosplay, I argue that 
the boundaries between material and emotional are stretched as youths utilize material 
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practices to express emotions and intimacies. Countering the criticism of fandom as 
closed, this chapter examines the tangible emotional and material benefits of 
friendships made through cosplay. Examining the role of money in the friendships of 
several respondents, the boundaries of emotional and material are stretched as 
emotional support is expressed in material means. While emotional support is 
expressed through material support, material support in and of itself does not 
engender emotional closeness (Strickland 2010). The constant evaluation of material 
support according to the context of one’s circumstances and the quality of the 
friendship indicates that the boundaries between emotional and material are porous 
and stretchy within limits.  
 
Guided by my respondents’ insistence that “CFH is like a family”, the 
penultimate chapter explores what it means for friends who cosplay together to 
describe themselves as being “like a family”. It has been acknowledged in 
contemporary anthropological literature that kin and non-kin are not mutually 
exclusive (Killick and Desai 2010). By embracing the expansive nature behind the 
term of “relatedness” (Carsten 1995; 1997; 2000), this chapter explores various ways 
CFH use kinship as an idiom to articulate, express and organize friendship. I, 
therefore concur with Sandra Bell and Simon Coleman (1999) on “the power of 
kinship as an idiom through which to express the power of all social relations 
considered to have binding qualities” (p. 6).   
 
To conclude, this thesis has drawn on existing studies on friendship to account 
for the affective experience of being a fan. Existing fan studies on cosplay grapple 
with questions of power and inequality in the relationship between fans and media 
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industries and producers, the relationship between fan culture and dominant cultures, 
and the relationship between fans within the fan community. However, such studies 
construct a functional explanation of fandom that neglects the affective experience of 
fandom. Following my respondents’ cue and insistence on friendship in their 
experiences of cosplay, I engage with the existing literature on friendship to account 
for their emotional experiences of fandom. Drawing attention to the specifics of the 
activity of cosplay, DIY culture and reciprocal learning, I argue that cosplay 
facilitates the formation of friendship among youths. Agreeing with Jenkins (1992) on 
the creativity of fans, I have also unpacked the ubiquitous phrase, “CFH is like a 
family”, to understand how friendship between various members of CFH are 
interpreted and practiced. Contrary my respondents’ idealization of friends as people 
“good to have fun” with, the experiences and narratives of my respondents 
demonstrate the messiness, dysfunctional, abusive and yet emotionally rewarding 
nature of friendships among youths in Singapore’s cosplay community. It is in this 
messiness of social life that the members of CFH expand and stretch the boundaries 
between commercial and non-commercial, emotional and material, kin and non-kin, 
and the public and private sphere in their utilization of cosplay as a platform to form 
and maintain friendships with others. Cosplay is, therefore, an emotional and material 
space for my respondents to imagine alternative ways of relating to each other beyond 
the confines of school, work and blood. 
 
What’s next? 
After a cosplay photo shoot on a recent Saturday night at a chalet in the East 
side of Singapore, Jeffrey helps with my bags as he walks me to a nearby taxi stand. 
He punctuates the silence with a seemingly innocuous question, “after this cosplay, 
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what’s next?” I reply honestly, “nothing much”. Jeffrey continues in a pensive tone by 
sharing his thoughts of the future,  
Me too. After this, Emily and I will probably switch hobbies, to 
something that does not need as much time. Next year, we are 
intending to have our wedding.  
 
As various members of CFH transit to the next stages of their lives, be it marriage, a 
full time job, or having children, it begs the question of how can the group continue as 
they had always been for the past 5 years. While there is some nostalgia on the part of 
the group when they say that they miss the days of making props together, their 
narratives begrudging those who are burdens come out a lot stronger at this point in 
time where various members grapple with transiting into the next stage of their lives. 
They definitely do not miss those days where they spent time staying up late to make 
props with each other; what they miss is the sense of camaraderie, sense of fulfillment 
of accomplishing things together and freedom to co-create meaning through 
friendships. It is this sense of fulfillment and freedom that this thesis has sought to 
capture via a focus on the meanings that they create, affirm and re-iterate via their 
actions. In spite of my respondents’ insistence that cosplaying with friends is a fun 
way to release stress, it is ironic that when one becomes committed to the hobby, 
cosplay becomes as serious, tiresome and has as many obligations as work and/or 
family.  
 
To cosplay, be friends, and belong to a family, though separate analytical 
categories, are non-mutually exclusive in practice. The porous boundaries between 
commercial and non-commercial, emotional and material, kin and non-kin, and the 
private and public spheres are stretched and expanded in CFH’s practice of cosplay 
and friendship. Cosplay is performed in public, but much of the preparation happens 
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in the private space of the home. Socializing with friends usually occurs in public 
spaces, but with cosplay, it also happens in the privacy of the home. Though liking a 
fictional work is emotional, to cosplay as your favorite character is a material practice 
to illustrate one’s fandom. In addition, the material practice of cosplay is also utilized 
as a platform by youths to form emotional bonds with others. Despite the 
commercialized nature of cosplay in Singapore today, my respondents insist that 
cosplay is a hobby and a way to enjoy spending time with friends. These friendships 
are expressed both emotionally and materially. In some cases, such as Clive and his 
wife, exemplary friends made through cosplay become family (The Straits Times 
2012b). In CFH’s case, the rhetoric of family is used to express, articulate and 
organize friendship in a group setting. CFH’s experiences of working together as a 
group highlights the paradoxical aspect of taking friendship and cosplay seriously. As 
a hobby, cosplay is based on a voluntary basis with the idea that one can opt in and 
out as and when one wishes. But, when one is committed to cosplaying with friends 
as a group, there are social repercussions in not seeing though one’s commitment. 
Cosplaying with friends could, therefore, be as binding as ties of blood. Beyond being 
a fan activity where participants imagine themselves as a fictional character, cosplay 
provides an emotional and material space for my respondents to imagine alternative 
ways of relating to each other beyond the confines of school, work and blood.  
 
Unlike the “weekend-only world” theorized by Jenkins (1992, this thesis has 
demonstrated that cosplay is very much embroiled in the socio-economic realities and 
materiality of social life. Future research topics could consider an examination of the 
complex relationship between culture industries and consumers, a cross comparative 
study among different countries on the adoption and popularity of cosplay to analyze 
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the complexity of global cultural flows, how historical and political tensions get 
played out in cosplay in Asia, the relationship between the state and youth, status, 
hierarchy and community regulation within a cosplay community, and cosplay 
photographers, the hidden half of the community. For now, this thesis has 
demonstrated that contrary to the public’s perception of cosplay as a redundant hobby, 
it is a meaningful and rewarding activity that functions as a platform for youths to 
connect with like-minded people and thereby reap the rewards of belonging to a stable 
group of friends—a constant that they actively produce, manage and reproduce in the 
daily fast-paced environment of insecurity, uncertainty and flux that they face in their 
everyday lives.  
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